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	1. Chapter 1

Story : New Moon over the Middle Kingdom

Author's note.  
>Thanks for all the kind compliments in the reviews!<br>I am continuing to post a revised "New Moon." The text won't be changed much (except for minor alterations to improve clarity and grammar).

Of course, if you don't already own a _Mulan_ DVD, by all means get one today!

-D.C.A.

**NEW MOON**

**OVER THE**

**MIDDLE KINGDOM**

**David Clark Allen**

A fan fiction novel based on characters and situations from Disney's animated feature Mulan.  
>Composed February 7 - June 3, 1999, and published on the 1st anniversary of Mulan's world premiere: June 5, 1999.<p>

This story is dedicated to Mary Clark, whom I shall never forget.

_One important lesson Grandma Fa made sure Mulan remembered, though, was to never take anyone for granted. "Remember, always treat others as though you will never see them again. For one day you may just wake up to find out they are gone from you forever." _

NEW MOON

OVER THE

MIDDLE KINGDOM

_Author's note: the characters in Mulan_ _are property of Walt Disney Animation. The author receives no compensation whatsoever for the existence of this story, and is interested only in paying tribute and offering free publicity to the original work which inspired it._

1.

Fa Mulan smiled at her reflection in the pond. For the first time in a long while, she liked what she saw. She saw someone worthwhile.  
>The sun shone warmly on the Fa family house and garden. The war was over, and Mulan had been reunited with her family for two weeks now. She had spent every afternoon since her return resting and recovering from the battle wound she suffered at the hand of the Hun leader Shan-Yu. However, the bandages that wrapped the minor wound on her abdomen had since been removed.<br>Mulan sat on the stone bench under the blossoming magnolia tree in her family's garden. A light breeze blew from the southwest, carrying off some of the remaining pastel blossoms from the tree, and they settled in the pond. Grayish shadows of mountains could be seen beyond the trees in the distance. Brushing a lock of her black hair over her ear, then resting her head in her hands, she recounted the last few months' events, since that awful morning with the Matchmaker.  
><em>"You may look like a bride, but you will never bring your family honor!" <em>  
>Mulan remembered how deeply those words cut into her, and how she stood there before the Matchmaker, so dejected she looked like a wilted flower.<br>Everything since then happened so fast. First she was hanging her head in shame after that catastrophe with the Matchmaker, and the next thing she knew she was a national heroine. And now she was returning to the ordinary, quiet life of a peasant girl.  
>She thought about her former captain Li Shang, and the last time she saw him. His visit was so unexpected! She reminisced about how he awkwardly approached her father to return his helmet, and how delighted Mulan was when Shang accepted her invitation to dine with her family. It had been two weeks since her commanding officer's call, but his smile and glance still lingered in her mind. Thinking of him made Mulan blush.<br>Still in a dreamy mood, Mulan walked from her family's garden, past the moongate, to her room. Shan-Yu's sword and the Emperor's Crest, special gifts in return for her service to the Emperor and to China, hung proudly on her wall. Mulan sat on her bed, and Little Brother happily jumped up and curled up next to her.  
>With brush and ink in hand, she lazily painted pictures on sheets of rice parchment. She painted a scene of mountains, dotted with trees, against a background of clouds. On another sheet she began to draw a face-a very handsome face. She took special care drawing the eyes-those dark eyes! She leaned back and looked up. Mulan hoped it would not be too long before Shang would return.<br>Mulan began to wonder if she would have to resume her former life, destined to marry an anonymous young man. Her future was now uncertain and scary. She shuddered at the thought of having another trial with the Matchmaker.  
>Mulan painted pictures of herself as a demure maiden in a ceremonial gown and white face, trying to impress the Matchmaker. Each time Mulan tried to paint herself as a porcelain doll, she decided it didn't look quite right. She shook her head and tossed the paintings aside.<br>_This just is not me_, she thought.

Mulan heard the bell ring outside the front gate, and she trotted outside to answer the call. She opened the gate. Before her stood a truly good-looking soldier in elegant armor. A bright red cape waved in the breeze behind him. It was Shang!  
>She felt her heart race. She swung the gate open, and was about to throw her arms around Shang, when she stopped herself. Mulan sensed by the expression on her former commander's face that this was not a personal visit, and that something was gravely wrong. Disappointed and alarmed, Mulan led Shang inside and asked what was the matter.<br>"Mulan," Shang began, "I have an urgent message from the Emperor."  
>She looked up to him curiously.<br>"There are Huns still in China."  
>"How could that be?" Mulan asked. "We defeated Shan-Yu, and his entire army is gone."<br>Shang nodded. "That's true," he said. "But we didn't know that Shan-Yu's invasion was the first of a two-pronged attack. A second Hun army has followed Shan-Yu's army over the Great Wall."  
>Mulan's eyes grew larger.<br>"This second Hun army is advancing quickly," Shang continued. "They ride almost without rest."  
>"Why is that?" Mulan asked.<br>"I'm not sure, but it looks like they have but one destination: the Imperial City!"  
>Mulan frowned, and glanced over to her father, Fa Zhou, who had just entered the room.<br>Shang continued. "We have only a few weeks to rebuild our army and defend the Imperial City. The Emperor is issuing new conscription notices throughout the land."  
>Shang looked at Mulan intently. "And he has sent me to speak with you and your father personally. You saved China, Mulan, and the Emperor implores you to carry your father's sword and defend our country again."<br>Mulan felt a dozen emotions at once.  
>She felt honored that the Emperor urgently needed her. The thought of having a chance to rejoin Yao, Ling, and Chien-Po also made her smile inside. She especially wanted to ride again next to Shang. But she knew she would miss her family, and-what would father say? Mulan silently doubted that her father would allow her to leave. And if she secretly left him again, she would surely break his heart. That would be the last thing she'd want.<br>Fa Zhou stood quiet and expressionless for a moment, glaring at them. "I'm going to pray," he said plainly. "Then you shall have my answer."  
>Mulan and Shang exchanged discouraged looks while Fa Zhou limped beyond the garden, and over the footbridge, to the family temple. During what Mulan thought was an eternity, her father meditated, then walked back into the house to talk with Mulan's mother. Mulan could not hear what was being said, but could tell there was a soft, but concerned, tone to both parents' voices.<br>Mulan's father opened the screen, entered the room with Mulan's mother Fa Li, and spoke to Mulan and Shang.  
>"Mulan-"<br>"Father, I know what you're going to say, and-"  
>Fa Zhou sighed. "Mulan, kneel before me."<br>Puzzled, Mulan obeyed her father.  
>He then turned to Shang. "You understand that Mulan is my only child. When she ran away and risked her life, I was crushed."<br>"If Mulan were to go," he continued, "she would risk her life again. I would rather give my life than see her die in battle."  
>"You would understand if I refused," said Mulan's father.<br>Mulan's heart sank.  
>"However," Fa Zhou continued, "Mulan has brought great honor to our family. She has done heroic things for our country, and is a noble warrior. To not allow her to go would bring dishonor."<br>He walked over to his daughter, and, facing Mulan, he also kneeled, and placed his sword in her hands.  
>"Your Emperor has called for you. Take this, with my blessing. Wield it with bravery and honor."<br>Mulan's mother smiled and nodded to Mulan.  
>Mulan was speechless. She cradled the weapon in her palms for a moment. Then she threw her arms around Fa Zhou.<br>"I love you, father."

Mulan began preparing for her departure right away. She carried some dresses from her room, and placed them in a pack.  
>"Dresses?" Shang asked.<br>"Of course."  
>Mulan and her parents wondered why Shang would ask about Mulan's wardrobe.<br>"Mulan," Shang said, "you don't realize how famous you are. You're a legend all over China, and even the whole world. The Huns know it was you who destroyed their army and killed Shan-Yu, and they could easily spot a woman among male soldiers. You would be a prized target, and the Huns would send their finest archers after you. You wouldn't last a minute."  
>Fa Zhou and Fa Li raised their eyebrows and looked at each other.<br>"What do you suggest?" Mulan asked.  
>"Dress in your father's armor again. You'll blend with the rest of the Imperial troops."<br>They all nodded in agreement.

Mulan's father opened the cabinet doors, revealing his elegant suit of armor.  
>As evening approached, Mulan made her second transformation from young woman to armored soldier, except this time it was a less lonely undertaking. With her mother's help, Mulan trimmed her hair again. Fa Li tied Mulan's shortened hair into a small topknot bun with a dark green ribbon.<br>Then Mulan put on her soft gray lambs-wool hose and white silk stockings. Grandma Fa volunteered to help with the fitting of Mulan's beige and green military robe. With the robe tied in place, Mulan then dressed in her father's forest-green leather cuirass and the matching green neckerchief. She donned the black shoulder and wrist guards, and then her black shin guards.  
>When all was finished, Mulan stepped out of her room.<br>Shang stood awestruck at the sight of Mulan. "Ping . . . ," he murmured.  
>Indeed, Mulan was again the boy soldier Ping. That inept recruit who gave Shang fits. Ping, who, through sheer determination, converted himself from an awkward recruit into a solid warrior. Ping, whose disguise had fooled Shang and his men for so long, until that fateful day at the Tung-Shao Pass . . .<p>

Mulan met her family by the gate, and they said their tearful farewells. Her mother and father had already packed Mulan's saddlebags with her helmet, some dates and dried fish chips for a snack, a bladder of water, a bow and quiver of arrows, and Cri-Kee's cage. Mulan tossed the saddlebags over Khan's back, and then mounted her black horse, while Shang mounted his own white steed. Cri-Kee jumped up onto Khan's back, and settled into Mulan's pack.  
>"May the Ancestors guide and protect you, Mulan!" Grandma Fa said, dabbing her eyes with her handkerchief.<br>Fa Zhou approached Mulan. "I should be going with you. But I am too old for this. You are the warrior of the family now, Mulan. You carry the family's honor."  
>Mulan smiled down at him. "Thank you, Baba."<br>"Mulan, there is one last thing I wish for you to take with you."  
>Her father opened his hand to reveal a small pink flower.<br>"This," Fa Zhou explained, "is the flower from the tree in our garden. The flower that was late to bloom. Remember what I said to you? When this flower finally bloomed, it would be the most beautiful of all."  
>Shang, looking at the magnolia blossom, nodded in agreement. It certainly was beautiful, and he agreed with the comparison to Mulan.<br>Mulan, smiling through her tears to her father again, tucked the petals between the folds of her silk sash.  
>"Ready, Cri-Kee?" Mulan asked the insect hiding in her pack.<br>Cri-Kee gave out a happy chirp.  
>"Good-bye! I love you all!" Mulan said.<br>Shang nodded to Mulan's family. "We shall return, alive and victorious. You have my word."  
>Then, Little Brother barked a few times, Khan sputtered, and the two warriors galloped off towards the setting sun.<p> 
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> "Mushu, awaken!" <br> A small stone dragon perched high in the interior of the Fa family temple became animated, and amid a bright flash, again assumed its vibrant red color.   
> Mushu stretched his arms. "I live . . . again!" he exclaimed. <br> The little red dragon stood up groggily, took two steps, fell off his pedestal and took a swan dive to the stone floor.   
> "Ugh. That was not fun." <br> "Mushu!" the Spirit of the First Ancestor called again.   
> With his head riveted on the floor, Mushu looked up, and called to him. "Oh, hello, Great upside-down Ancestor!"<br> The First Ancestor grabbed his staff and rapped Mushu on the butt. "Mushu, the Ancestors need you to go on a very important mission. We need you to look after Mulan."   
> The dragon stood upright and brushed himself off. "Mulan, again? Man, that girl never stays out of trouble. What happened this time?" <br> "She has joined the army again, and we want you to watch after her. We don't want to take any chances that any danger or dishonor will befall her."   
> "Mulan, off to the army again? She is getting way too much sun. Well, you can count on me. I'm a Guardian again. The Great Protector. The Fabulous Mushu--" <br> "Great?" the Ancestor sneered. "Consider yourself lucky I allowed you to be a Guardian again. The hallmark of a Guardian is to act in the interest of the Fa family. Not for oneself."   
> "Yeah, so?" <br> "I know very well why you went to help Mulan last time--in place of the Great Stone Dragon that _you_ destroyed."   
> Mushu stammered. <br> "By your own admission," the Ancestor continued, "you risked Mulan's life in order to help yourself. You always do things just for yourself. You have never done a selfless deed in your life!"   
> "I've done selfless things!" Mushu protested. <br> "Name one."   
> "Well, there was the time . . . no, that wasn't me. Uh, let me think for a minute." <br> The Great Ancestor sighed and drummed his fingers. "No one believes in self-sacrifice anymore," the Ancestor complained. "There was a time when people would offer great sacrifices to the Ancestors. Where is _your_ sacrifice, Mushu?"   
> "Don't worry. I'll find one." <br> The First Ancestor rolled his eyes skyward. "If you don't stop your self-exultation and show you care about others, I'll have you clanging the gong again before you know it. You must prove yourself worthy to be a Family Guardian!"   
> "Look, I'd show I care about others, if only other people didn't always get in the way . . ." <br> "You can start with Mulan."   
> "You can count on me," Mushu said. "I'll always be there for Mulan . . ." <br> "Good. Now go."   
> "I'm Mr. Dependable. The reliable--" <br> "GO!" the Great Ancestor thundered.   
> Mushu took off like a shot. <br>   
> Mulan and Shang continued their gallop toward Camp Wu Zhong. Mulan eyed Shang as his bright red cape billowed behind him. Amid the fuss over the Emperor's message to Mulan, Shang had forgotten to tell her some important news. <br> "I'm General Li Shang now. The Emperor has appointed me to take my father's place as commander of the armies of China."   
> The death of Shang's father at the hands of Shan-Yu had left the Emperor without a general, and the Emperor was grateful for Shang's part in helping save his life. So, the Emperor promoted Shang to fill the vacancy. <br> Mulan was excited for Shang, and smiled over to him. He was staring straight ahead, however, and Mulan thought he had an unsure look about him. Mulan rode silently for a while, wondering. It was the first time she had seen Shang doubt himself.   
> The female soldier also wondered why Shang, now the commander of the nation's army, would ride alone to deliver her the Emperor's message. She quietly speculated. <br> _Maybe Shang really likes me_, Mulan thought. _If only he would open up to me. If only he would spend time with me and tell me what's on his mind. _  
> Mulan reminisced. <br> _You fight good. _She remembered her disappointment when that was his only comment to her, that after the _second_ time she had saved his life.   
> Shang interrupted her thoughts. "The Emperor has sent Chi Fu to supervise me again," he said. <br> Mulan saw that Shang was a little less than thrilled about it.   
> There was no love lost between Shang and Chi Fu. Chi Fu, who felt he had far more experience to lead the Imperial Army, was incensed upon hearing the news of Shang's promotion, and he made no secret about his feelings. Shang resented Chi Fu's arrogance and his shabby treatment toward Mulan. The new General and the Emperor's Counsel frequently engaged in loud shouting matches, even in front of the Emperor. <br> "Finally, the Emperor had enough, and told us that if we ever argued again, he would have us both beheaded. I think he was just joking, but I don't want to take any chances. So, I just travel with Chi Fu without speaking."   
> <br> Mulan and Shang made the twelve miles from her house to Wu Zhong in good time, and they arrived just as twilight was falling over the training ground. They crossed the small wooden bridge that led into camp.   
> Mulan was suddenly struck in the head by a turnip. <br> "Hello, Ping!"   
> She heard a chorus of three men off to her side. Mulan turned and recognized their faces. The Gang of Three--Yao, Ling, and Chien-Po--was a welcome sight. <br> She laughed. They knew very well what her real name was.   
> The woman warrior dismounted and ran over to the three men for a big group hug. <br> "We thought we'd never see you again," Yao said, in his distinct gravelly voice.   
> Mulan hugged the Gang of Three again, and they jumped up and down excitedly. <br> "How are you doing, Ping?" Ling asked.   
> "Looks like your threads are fixed up really good," Yao said. <br> Mulan's leather armor and robe had been damaged by a swipe of Shan-Yu's blade during her first encounter with the Hun, but had since been cleaned and repaired.   
> "Well, you know how I have the urge to fix things now," Mulan quipped. <br> The Gang, along with Mulan and Shang, walked into camp, and ate supper around the campfire. They all relaxed and chatted around the fire.   
> All of a sudden, Mulan heard a crackling sound from overhead. Then they all heard an animal scream as it tumbled from the trees. A red blur flashed before them for an instant, followed by a shower of leaves and tree branches. <br> "Mushu!" Mulan exclaimed.   
> They all stared at the small red dragon, flattened on the ground. <br> "Ow . . . oh, I know I twisted something again," Mushu said.   
> "What in the world is that?" Yao asked. <br> Ling looked at Mushu in the darkness. "It's a snake! The snake that bit me while we were swimming in the lake!"   
> Chien-Po looked closer. "It's not a snake, it has legs," he said. "It's a lizard." <br> Mushu frowned. "Mulan, will you kindly tell your friends I am not a lizard!"   
> They all raised their eyebrows, startled, when they realized the animal was talking to her. Mulan nodded and grinned at the sight of her Protector. <br> "What are you doing here, Mushu?" Mulan asked.   
> "Just coming along to keep you company, girl. Making sure there ain't nobody bothering you," he said, while he took out some things he had packed and stuffed them inside Mulan's supply pouch. Mulan noticed one of the items was a small rocket. <br> "What is that?" she asked.   
> "This? Just a souvenir from the Imperial palace." <br> "Oh? You saved a little rocket?"   
> "Hey, don't knock it. I like my rocket," Mushu said, amused at his gift of rhyme. "It's a souvenir. It fell out of the tower when I blew up Shan-Yu, but it never ignited. So, I'm saving it for the New Year's festival." <br> Mulan sighed. "Just don't light it off while it's still in the pouch, okay?"   
> "Don't worry. Your cow won't be harmed," Mushu said, nodding toward Khan. Khan whinnied at him in disgust. <br> Cri-Kee jumped over excitedly to greet his old buddy.   
> "Cri-Kee, what's happening?" Mushu asked, grinning. <br> Cri-Kee chirped again.   
> "We're both glad to see you again, Mushu," Mulan said. <br> Mushu grinned at Mulan. "Now, I've been sent to protect you, so I don't want you going off and getting yourself killed, or nothing like that."   
> "Mulan, you know this creature?" Shang asked. <br> The secret was out now, so Mulan figured it was time to explain it to him.   
> "This," she said, "is Mushu." <br> "Mushu?" Shang asked, sensing something familiar. "Where have I heard that name before?"   
> "Well, ah . . . does the name Ah-choo ring a bell?" <br> Shang was bewildered. "Ah-choo? I don't remember anyone named--" He looked at Mulan, dressed as a man again, and he remembered. "Wait a second. 'His name is Ling . . . Ah-choo . . . Mushu . . . It's Ping!'" he exclaimed.   
> Mulan smiled. "Mushu is a dragon--sent by my Ancestors to help and protect me as my Guardian. Remember when I fired the cannon that started the avalanche? It was Mushu who lit the cannon, because I lost my flint. It was Mushu who fired the rocket at Shan-Yu at the Imperial Palace." <br> Mushu blushed. "Aww, shucks, it was nothin'."   
> The others looked at each other. What Mulan was telling them explained a lot of things. <br> "And above all," Mulan continued, "Mushu is my friend. He was around to comfort me when I was alone."   
> Shang looked at Mulan suspiciously. "So . . . let's get this straight. You join the army as a man, but it turns out you aren't a man. Now we find out you have a secret dragon Guardian. Are there any more secrets we don't know? Are you really the Queen of Sheba or something?" <br> Mulan laughed. "No, there aren't any more secrets. I promise."   
> "Is that a real fire-breathing dragon?" Yao asked. <br> Mushu, standing directly behind Yao, sent Yao soaring ten feet in the air with a singed bottom.   
> "We'll take that as a 'yes,'" Chien-Po said, calmly. <br> They then noticed Chi Fu in the distance. With his eyes narrowing, the scrawny official inspected the camp, jotting notes with his brush and tablet. They all sighed. Life at Wu Zhong was not going to be easy with Chi Fu watching their every move. And they weren't in the mood to have to explain Mushu. Shang volunteered to keep Chi Fu preoccupied. He figured that at least the rest of them could eat in peace, so Shang retired to his tent to discuss strategy with the emperor's counsel.   
> <br> At dawn, the recruits and the Gang of Three lined up to receive orders, when Shang approached them. Mulan, still tying her hair ribbon, breathlessly joined the rest. Yao and Ling snickered. Punctuality was never one of Mulan's strongest traits.   
> Shang drilled the recruits with exercises that Mulan and the Gang of Three were already familiar with. The four of them trained alongside the recruits. However, as the day progressed, it became clear that Shang was giving the four veterans particularly close scrutiny. At the end of the day, Shang pulled Mulan, Yao, Ling, and Chien-Po aside. <br> "Stay here. I have advanced training for just the four of you," Shang said, before ducking into his tent.   
> Mulan and the Gang of Three cringed. Advanced training? They envisioned having to stay up all night running or something. They knew Shang. Whatever it was, it wasn't going to be easy. <br> Shang returned from his tent, looked at them intently, and handed each of them a scroll. "I want you to read this, and memorize every word of it by the end of the week," he said, then walked back to his tent.   
> Mulan couldn't believe it. That was all? <em>Reading<em> was the advanced training? She opened her scroll. "Sun-Tsu. The Art of War," she read to herself.   
> Mulan clutched the scroll tightly in her hand, and smiled broadly. She knew this meant that Shang was going to train the four of them to be officers. <br> She looked over and saw that her three friends had very long faces. "I thought you'd be happy you wouldn't have more drills," Mulan said.   
> "We are," Yao said. <br> "Then, what's the matter?"   
> "We don't know how to read." <p>
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> Mulan's family had a long and proud history. <br> Fa Zhou was no different from the Fa patriarchs before him, in that he devoted his life to farming--mostly chickens and dairy, and his was the seventh generation in a row to serve in the Emperor's army (Mulan having become the eighth).   
> The Fa residence stood on the same site for six hundred years; it had survived a number of earthquakes, droughts, and floods. The house, stable, and most of the surrounding walls were repaired or rebuilt many times over the years, but the family temple and sections of the rear wall remained much the same as when they were built by the first Fa to settle the land. <br> According to family legend, the Great Stone Dragon predated the Fa settlement, having stood on that spot for a thousand years. Fa Zhou had recently begun to reassemble the pieces of the shattered statue, and he promised his family he would restore the Great Stone Dragon within three years.   
> Ten days had passed since Mulan left her family for the second time. For the rest of the Fa family, the household now seemed somewhat quieter--and lonelier. Their thoughts were all on Mulan; they kept reassuring themselves she was all right. <br> Fa Zhou and Fa Li stood with Grandma Fa, and the three of them looked across the garden, through the moongate, to the old family temple. It was now autumn, and the grounds of the temple was surrounded by the petals and leaves fallen from the surrounding trees.   
> "I do hope the Ancestors are watching over us . . . watching over Mulan," Fa Li commented. "If only they would give us some sort of sign." <br> Grandmother Fa looked over to Mulan's mother. "I must tell you something," the elder Fa said. "It's a story I never told anyone. It happened more than fifty years ago, shortly after Zhou's father and I married, and before Zhou was born. It was very strange, and I shall never forget it. Never."   
> She looked at Fa Zhou. "Your father was gravely ill with a mysterious fever. Within hours he grew too weak to stand, and he collapsed on the bed. Then he slipped into a coma. The doctor was helpless to save him--he sadly told me my husband was going to die." <br> "Well, being a young wife, this was too much for me to bear. I ran to the temple carrying jewelry, money--anything of value I owned. I threw everything down at the beis as a sacrifice to the Ancestors, and I fell to the floor, grieving. I laid there for an hour, crying and praying that the Ancestors not let my husband be taken from me."   
> "I then went back to my husband to be with him in his final moments. I sat by his side the entire night." <br> "Then a miracle happened. The next morning, his fever broke. He began to improve slowly, and the effects of the illness vanished. His life was spared. I ran to the temple to thank the Ancestors. It was then that I noticed mysterious things."   
> She continued slowly. "My sacrifice--the jewelry and all--was gone. The stone figures inside the temple looked different somehow--as though they were all taken down, and later replaced. The brass dragon incense burner was no longer tarnished; it looked as though someone had polished it. And the Great Stone Dragon . . ." <br> Grandma Fa hesitated.   
> "Go ahead, Mama," Fa Zhou encouraged. <br> "You know how the Great Stone Dragon has always been covered with moss and ivy, don't you? That morning, and that morning only, it looked like freshly cut stone. No moss. No ivy. Just pure white stone. And, it stood at a slightly different angle than before. It has stood at that angle ever since--that is, until it crumbled the night Mulan ran away."   
> "I have always believed that the Great Stone Dragon and the figures in the temple are our family Guardians, who came to life and rescued my husband that night many years ago, by working some sort of divine magic. Ever since, I have had faith that in times of trouble, our Ancestors summon those same Guardians to protect the family." <br>   
> Every night before retiring, Mulan spent a few minutes with Yao, Ling, and Chien-Po by the campfire light, patiently teaching them to read. They learned a few new characters each night, and Mulan began to have them practice reading from their Sun-Tsu scrolls. <br> Chi Fu started to take notice of the four friends' activities. Finally, he snuck up behind them one evening, and, pacing back and forth, he watched them, totally perplexed. "What on earth is going on here?" He asked.   
> "Mulan is teaching us how to read," Chien-Po said. <br> "Teaching you to wha--?" Chi Fu exclaimed. He waved his brush and tablet in the air. "A woman? Teaching? Now, you stop this nonsense--"   
> Chi Fu was about to forbid any more reading sessions, but knew that the news would travel back to Shang. And Chi Fu was weary of feuding with Shang, and was not about to get into a tussle with him over this. He just guffawed. <br> "A woman teacher is worthless," Chi Fu scoffed. "Everyone knows that."   
> The Emperor's Counsel turned on his heel and strutted away. <br> Mulan's three friends shook their heads. They hoped that someday Chi Fu would treat Mulan with respect, but they figured he simply would never learn.   
> <br> While he trained the recruits, Shang trained Mulan, Yao, Ling, and Chien-Po to be commanding officers. Under Shang's watch, the four were assigned to help train the recruits. Shang watched Yao and Ling closely, making sure their natural tendency to brawl was kept in check. Mulan noticed that the recruits were a ragtag bunch--as she and her training class once were--however, within a couple of weeks the new class of recruits showed marked improvement. They had a long way to go, but she could tell these new recruits would eventually become very fine soldiers.   
> On the morning following their episode with Chi Fu, the four new officers were called by Shang to his tent for a conference. Shang laid before Mulan and the Gang of Three a map of the region. He placed markers along the map: black markers representing Hun units; red for the Imperial units. By moving the markers along the map, Shang demonstrated to the others how the main Hun army headed south, directly for the Imperial City. Then, about thirty miles out, the Huns abruptly took an eastward course. Then they traveled northwest for a few miles. <br> Yao scratched the muttonchops on his face. "If the Huns are trying to get to the Imperial City, they're taking the scenic route."   
> Even Shang was baffled at how the Hun army, which at first was driving straight for the Imperial City, now seemed to wander aimlessly. He also wondered why the enemy would sometimes occupy a village for several days before destroying it. <br> "Maybe they're probing our defenses, trying to find a weakness," Mulan suggested.   
> "I don't know. It's not like them. It's as though they were searching for something," Shang said. <br> "Why don't we just go out with our armies now and stop them?" Ling asked.   
> Shang sighed. "The Emperor has urged me to protect the citizenry, rather than protect him in the Imperial City. That is truly noble of him, but to best protect the citizenry, I would need to blunt the Huns' advance with a counteroffensive attack--just like you suggested. However, to do that now would be foolish--for two reasons. First, this Hun army is much quicker than any army we've ever assembled. So, if we marched on them, the Huns would simply go around us and attack the Imperial City. Instead, we'd be better off if we blocked up the roads, forcing the Huns to march on a fortification near the Imperial City." <br> Chien-Po looked up. "The second reason is . . .?"   
> Shang looked at the map sullenly. "The second reason is, we have no army in the entire region. Shan-Yu's first wave wiped out all of the trained forces we had, and so the only thing left is the recruits here at Wu Zhong. And I can't send a band of fresh recruits against that kind of might--they would just be slaughtered. So, we have absolutely nothing to attack the Huns with." <br> They all looked discouraged.   
> "What is that marker for?" Mulan asked, pointing to a red marker at the southern edge of the map. <br> "That, my friends, is our best hope now. Months ago, when Shan-Yu crossed the Great Wall, my father called for these reserves. They are elite archers from the Canton province--two thousand of them. Well, twenty-two hundred fifty, to be exact. They had to march a long way, and only now are arriving in the region. With the Huns stalling, the Cantonese archers should be available to us in time to defend the Imperial City."   
> Shang lowered his voice. "They are good--<em>very<em> good. Each man can shoot twenty arrows a minute and hit a grain of rice at a hundred paces. I'm not exaggerating."   
> The others raised their eyebrows and pursed their lips. Mulan gazed at Shang, who scanned the marker on the map with a hopeful expression upon his face. <p>
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_Honorable Father and Mother,  
><br> You are always in my thoughts. I miss you all so much already. I only hope it won't be long before I see you and Grandma Fa and Little Brother again.  
><br> Tonight marks the end of the third week of the recruits' basic training here at Wu Zhong. It seems that it will not be long before we receive orders from my commander Li Shang to advance against the enemy. All are in good spirits.   
><br> Khan is fine, except that he mistook Yao's hair for some hay and ate some of it. Yao, Ling, and Chien-Po have been especially cruel to me the last few days. They filled my lamp with water, so I have been unable to light it. I am no longer angry with them. I filled their lamp with gunpowder.  
><br> Please say a special prayer to the Ancestors for Grandma, as I will always say a special prayer for all of you.  
> <em>  
> <em>Your loving and respectful daughter,<br> Mulan _  
><br>   
> Mulan didn't have to endure the harsh treatment from the Gang that she did the first time she trained at Wu Zhong. Still, practical jokes were a regular occurrence--such as her discovering goldfish in her shoes after she had put them on, or finding out the hard way there were logs under her mattress. <br> Mulan was not shy about seeking revenge on her tormentors, however. She waited for just the right moment.  
> The four sat alone together in the mess tent. Mulan waited until the others began their midday meal. Hiding her chopsticks on her lap, Mulan placed a lump of rice on them, then quickly picked them up and, using the chopsticks as a catapult, flung the stuff at Ling The wad of rice struck Ling square in the eye with a splat. Mulan giggled at his shocked expression.<br> Ling quietly stood up and, carrying his bowl, walked nonchalantly towards Mulan. Mulan had an uneasy feeling that Ling was about to retaliate. Ling paused for a moment, nodding to the others. He then suddenly tossed the contents of his bowl at Mulan's face, and she ducked, thereby causing the rice from Ling's bowl to instead hit Yao in the face. Yao growled loudly as he wiped the goo off himself. As Yao's face turned red, an edgy Chien-Po looked over to him.  
> Then Yao relaxed, smiled, and began to laugh. The others laughed nervously along with him. The others refilled their bowls and were about to resume eating.<br> Yao whipped around and dumped his dish onto Ling and Chien-Po, covering them both with rice.  
> Ling sat looking flabbergasted, but Chien-Po merely sat still. Then Chien-Po abruptly jumped up and landed on his seat with a huge thud. This caused the entire table to leap skyward. Dishes flew everywhere--most of their contents spilling on Ling, Yao, and Mulan. Mulan ducked as she picked up a ball of rice from the pot and hurled it at Yao. The others joined in the melee, grabbing handfuls of food and throwing it as quickly as possible at whoever was within range.<br> One wad of rice hit Chien-Po right in the face, and he stumbled backwards and fell into the side of the tent. The support poles snapped, the lines pulled out of the ground, and the entire tent collapsed on top of the four of them.  
> Shang, alarmed, rushed over to the tent, and stood aghast at the sight of four large lumps struggling under the canvas. Shang yanked away the tarp to reveal the quartet, doubled up on the ground with laughter. They all looked as though they had been swimming in a soup kettle.<br> As expected, Shang ordered them to spend the rest of the afternoon picking up every single grain of rice. But unlike the last time Shang issued this order, the Gang of Three didn't resent Mulan. The four of them laughed among themselves while they cleaned up their mess. Shang just rolled his eyes skyward, wondering when his new officers would behave themselves.  
> While she knelt to clean up, Mulan looked up to Shang, grinning, hoping to catch his eyes.<br>  
> The four managed to clean up their mess and change their clothes in time for dinner. That night, after they washed up and finished their reading lessons for the evening, the Gang of Three and Mulan spent a few extra minutes sitting around the campfire. Mulan apologized to the three men for what happened that afternoon.<br> "Aww, that's all right," Yao said.  
> "We had fun around here for a change," Ling said, smiling.<br> The campfire light reflected off their faces.  
> "It gets kind of lonely in the army at times," Chien-Po said. <br> Ling sighed. "Yeah. No women."  
> Mulan cleared her throat.<br> "You don't count, Mulan," Yao said. "You aren't a woman."  
> Yao ducked as several objects were hurled at him from Mulan's direction.<br> "You know what we mean. You're family."  
> "It really would be nice to have a girl to love," Ling said.<br> "You chase all the girls, Ling," Mulan said. "I can't imagine you being in love."  
> "Oh, yeah? There's a special girl out there for me. You'll see." <br> "Yeah, right. Like you'll find her under a rock or something," Yao said. "You're such a clumsy fool, Ling. You'll never be romantic."  
> "I can <em>too<em> be romantic," Ling protested. "Listen. Here's a poem I wrote."  
> Ling cleared his throat and recited. <p>

_ The woman I dream of  
> I say to you now<br> Her face pale as the moon  
> The wind blowing her dress every which way<br> Her eyes that shine like stars  
> Her hair black as the night<br> Her heart warm as the sun--  
> She'd love this clumsy Ling<br> Whose special turn of phrase  
> Will melt her heart! <em>  
><br> Ling finished with a gallant pose, and searched his comrade's faces for approving eyes.  
> The others burst out laughing.<br> "What?" Ling demanded.  
><br> _I wish there were women here too!_ Mulan thought. If only there was a woman, any woman, she could befriend and share her innermost thoughts.   
> Mulan had unfortunately gotten used to loneliness. It was tough growing up an only child, without someone in the household to confide in.<br> Grandma Fa filled this void. Steadfastly loving and supportive, Mulan's grandmother was her childhood best friend. Grandmother taught the Fa girl what she needed to know as Mulan approached adulthood, including Taoist philosophy, the secrets of human reproduction, and how to prepare for marriage.   
> Mulan grasped the first two subjects easily, but not the third. Mulan just didn't seem interested--she would appear to be daydreaming. Even a simple saying like the Final Admonition--only a few words long--would trip Mulan up. Grandmother wished it were a subject that interested Mulan, for by now she was memorizing entire scrolls!<br> One important lesson Grandma Fa made sure Mulan remembered, though, was to never take anyone for granted. "Remember, always treat others as though you will never see them again. For one day you may just wake up to find out they are gone from you forever." This lesson was illustrated most vividly when Mulan saw what happened to Shang's father. She would never forget Shang's face at that horrible moment.  
> Grandma Fa could tell that, although her granddaughter was a strikingly beautiful young lady, Mulan never saw herself that way. She always thought of herself as clumsy and inept. Grandmother frequently overheard Mulan mumbling something about never being able to do things right. At first, Grandma could not believe Mulan could think so lowly of herself, for Fa Zhou and Fa Li had always been caring parents. Grandma Fa found the answer to this mystery when Mulan reached her teen years.<br> She discovered that although Mulan was likable, her behavior was strikingly different from the other village girls. Though she was interested in dolls, she preferred to spend time racing with boys, delving into scrolls, trying out some scientific experiment, or exploring her natural world. Mulan had read so many scrolls, and acquired so much information, that she began asking questions about subjects no one else cared about. Grandma Fa found out that Mulan spent afternoons in heated philosophical discussions with elderly monks, rather than practicing maidenly etiquette. The townsfolk could not relate to a girl with an opinion on philosophy. As a result, Mulan spent much of her time alone. She often wondered if anyone outside her family truly cared for her.   
> Her parents understood Mulan's loneliness, and that she needed some other friend besides Grandma to be her buddy. It was that summer, when Mulan turned fourteen, that they all surprised her with a special gift: a puppy. Mulan loved her new friend and laughed at the way Little Brother chased the chickens in the garden.<br> Around that time Mulan's parents also allowed her to ride the young family horse, and it turned out that Mulan was a natural rider. It wasn't long before Mulan and Khan grew attached, and she soon rode him far more than anyone else in the family.  
> Mulan loved her two new companions, but of course it was not the same as having a real person--a girl friend--to talk to.<br> Mulan was lonely when she first joined the army, too. No one liked her. She failed miserably at everything, alienated her comrades, and constantly drew the ire of Shang. Night after night she was forced to sleep in a tent far away from the other recruits. It wasn't until her famous climb to retrieve Shang's arrow that she finally began to win some respect.  
> One would think that upon receiving the Crest of the Emperor, Mulan would then have the respect of her townsfolk. Unfortunately, it was not to be.<br> Mulan tried to talk with her fellow villagers since her homecoming. Although she had a handful of admirers, most were at the opposite extreme, ostracizing her because she had the audacity to assume a man's role.  
> "It was a fluke," many of them said of Mulan's success.<br> After all Mulan had done for her family and her country, and most people in her own town still did not think she was a capable person! Mulan often returned home in tears and threw herself onto her bed, frustrated that nobody seemed to understand her. She would pound her pillow out of frustration, for she felt as though she had spent her entire life as an outcast. There had been one fleeting moment when she felt accepted by the outside world--that moment when the Emperor, and the crowd at the Imperial City, bowed to her. But it was so short-lived. It was quite understandable that Mulan couldn't wait to rejoin her comrades.  
> But now, during her second stay at Wu Zhong, she felt admired for perhaps the first time in her life. It took a while for the men to get used to her. But soon everyone marveled at her talent as Mulan improved on her already remarkable martial arts skills. Though still slender and feminine, the woman in the camp was quick and focused. She fought with great finesse, and could deck any man in the unit. Yet she was loved by everyone, was universally respected, and became a source of inspiration for all. The story of how she retrieved Shang's arrow from on top of the pole was now a legend among the troops.<br>  
> Mulan and the Gang of Three practiced their exercises together every day. Tasks that seemed nearly impossible when they were fresh recruits months before, such as bare-handed fishing, or hiking up mountainsides while carrying weights upon their shoulders, were now second nature to them. They were getting bored with some of the exercises, and they sought new challenges. <br> The next afternoon, after they each shot the center of their targets for the fifteenth time in a row during archery practice, Mulan decided to try something a little different. "This time, let's try this from a hundred paces instead of fifty," she suggested.  
> Ling chimed in. "One hundred paces? How about two hundred?"<br> "Two hundred?" Chien-Po asked. "Why not three hundred paces?"   
> Yao laughed. "Then forget the targets, I bet you can't hit a tree at three hundred paces!"<br> "Oh, yeah?" Ling snapped. "I can hit a tree at _four_ hundred paces. Your arrow wouldn't even reach it!"  
> "I can shoot a lot farther than you, if that's what you're saying!" Yao retorted.<br> "Oh yeah?"  
> "Yeah!"<br> Yao and Ling began to brawl, with Mulan and Chien-Po caught in the middle. Chien-Po picked up Yao and recited a chant to him to calm him, while Mulan managed to restrain Ling by the hair. Shang came over to see what caused the commotion. He stood with his arms folded and looked at the four sternly. The brawlers immediately dropped their aggressive stances.  
> "I say, let's all see who can shoot the farthest!" Ling said. "Let's have a tournament, right here, right now!" he added. "And that means all four of us!"<br> Yao scowled. "All right," he growled, "here's the rules, youse turkeys: each person gets just one shot. One. You can use whatever you want to shoot with, as long as you can hold it yourself. And I say, let the loser do everyone else's mess duty for a week! Agreed?"  
> They all agreed.<br> Yao was elected to take his turn first, and he grabbed his favorite bow. Muttering, he rubbed his hands with soil, drew back his bowstring as far as he could, aimed his arrow at a forty-five-degree angle, and launched his shot. The arrow jumped upward, past the training camp, and out over the forest. Yao's arrow drifted downward and fell among the trees. It was a very respectable shot.  
> Mulan watched glumly. Yao's shot flew dozens of yards farther than any she had shot in her life.<br> Chien-Po was next.  
> Using an extra strong bow, the large man let loose a shot that sailed effortlessly past the evergreens into the next valley. Everyone watched in admiration. Chien-Po outdid Yao's effort by more than a hundred yards.<br> "Where's Ling?" Yao asked.  
> Ling was supposed to have been next, but he was nowhere to be seen. The three remaining soldiers and their commander looked around for a minute, until they spied Ling coming up the hill with an incredibly long bow and a five-foot long arrow. The others laughed at him.<br> "You can't shoot that! That arrow is too long for your arms," Yao said.  
> With an expression of confidence, Ling waved everyone back, then sat on the ground with his bow and arrow. Yao, Chien-Po, and Mulan looked at each other, confused.<br> Lying on the ground, Ling held the bow with his feet, drew back the bowstring and nock of the arrow all the way up to his chin, literally turning himself into a human crossbow. Aiming with his feet, he pointed the arrow skyward, and let it go.  
> The arrow zoomed upward, past the camp, past the trees, past the valley, and across the lake. Ling's arrow fell, barely visible, among the mountain rocks. His shot traveled twice the distance as either Yao's or Chien-Po's. Everyone stared, amazed. Yao growled.<br> It was now Ling in first position, Chien-Po second, and Yao last, with Mulan yet to go.  
> It was now Mulan's turn. There was no way she could match any of the previous shots. Mulan sighed in resignation and pulled an arrow from her quiver. As she was about to draw her bow, she heard a voice from below. <br> "Don't worry, mess duty ain't all that bad."  
> "Mushu, stop it!"<br> Mulan shooed him away with her hand.  
> "What a fine mess you've gotten yourself into! He, he, he," Mushu said, giggling.<br> Mulan was about to stomp on the little red dragon, when she stopped herself. With a look of enlightenment on her face, Mulan fumbled through her pouch until she found the little rocket Mushu had stashed there. She studied it for a moment, then hurriedly pulled a length of twine from her pouch.  
> "What do you think you're doing?" Mushu protested. "That's my firework you're stealing, sister! Next, you're going to steal my house, my horse, the food right out of my mouth . . ."<br> Mulan ignored him. She was busy tying the rocket onto the shaft of her arrow, just behind the arrowhead. Then she picked Mushu up. "Give me a light!"  
> Scowling at her, Mushu did as asked. A fiery puff from Mushu's lungs lit the rocket's fuse. Mulan drew her bow and loosed the arrow. It drifted lazily upward for a few seconds, then crested a short distance away. Just as the arrow was about to begin its descent, the rocket ignited, and the arrow promptly soared out of sight.<br> Everyone watched in awe as Mulan's arrow vanished.  
> "No fair! She cheated!" Yao cried. "She cheated again! First she was sticking the targets onto her arrows. Now she's sticking rockets on them!" <br> Shang was amused. "You did say, you can use whatever you want,'" Shang reminded him.  
> Yao, resigned, muttered under his breath. He stomped back to his tent, with Ling and Chien-Po following. With a proud smile Mulan looked after them, unstrung her bow, and threw her quiver over her shoulder.<br> "Hey," Shang said, smiling at Mulan, "that was really clever."   
> He picked up Mulan's hand and squeezed it for a moment.<br> Mulan felt a jolt shoot through her body. He had never touched her--like that--before. She shuddered for a moment.  
> Mushu chuckled to himself when he saw Mulan's familiar dreamy expression.<br> Shang grinned to Mulan. "I'll leave it to you to train the recruits in archery, Mulan," he said before turning around. "No one could do a better job."  
> Mulan smiled and sighed as she watched him walk back to camp. <p>
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The new General Li and his four new officers gathered in Shang's tent, and Shang again showed the map of the region to the rest. With a grave expression on his face, he reported the situation to them.  
> "Our scouts' reports about the Huns are not at all encouraging. Although the Huns don't have Shan-Yu's leadership, this new force is much larger--more than twice the number--as Shan-Yu's."<br> The others sat, stunned.  
> "And we still don't have an army to defend the Imperial City. The recruits are not ready for battle, let alone take on a Hun army of that size. And so our hopes rely on the Cantonese archers, and they aren't here yet." <br> Shang had more bad news.  
> "I also received word that the Huns destroyed a large village nearby," Shang said, grimly. "I'm sending a dispatch from this camp for search and rescue at the destroyed village. The four of you will be included. Prepare to move out."<br> The four others shook their heads sadly at the news.  
> "We are always at your service, sir," said Chien-Po.<br> The Gang of Three quietly left the tent.  
> Shang confided in Mulan. "The new recruits are just barely ready for service. Chi Fu has been making notes of their progress--or rather, any lack of it. If there is any failure, he will jump at the chance to petition the Emperor to replace me as general."<br> Shang bit his lip. "I need an excuse to get out from under Chi Fu's shadow. I have asked him to command the mission to the village, just to get him away from here."  
> Mulan's countenance lowered. "Oh."<br> "And Mulan, I am assigning you to be second in command under Chi Fu. Ling, Yao, and Chien-Po will accompany you as officers, and I am also sending some of our best recruits." He looked at her with a more formal expression. "You are now Captain Fa Mulan."  
> Mulan raised her eyebrows. "Captain!" she whispered to herself. <br> She was flattered that he had confidence in the Gang of Three, and in her. Not only would this be her first campaign without Shang--but she was going as a commander!  
> "But what about you?"<br> "I need to stay here to train the other recruits."  
> Mulan sighed. "I understand."<br> She would have gladly traded her new rank for a chance to spend more time with him.  
><br> Within the hour, the rescue squad assembled on the training ground. About ten dozen men prepared for the march, and they loaded a cart with supplies and another with cannons. All this was conducted under the supervision of Chi Fu, who sat high upon his horse. Every once in a while, with a condescending tone, he would command Mulan to perform menial tasks. Mulan knew she would have to bite her tongue--as well as gag Mushu--while Chi Fu was around. She was a national heroine, true, but she was still his subordinate.  
> The recruits were contemptuous of Chi Fu as a commander, and began to make fun of him, until Shang intervened.<br> "Whether you like it or not," Shang warned, "Chi Fu will be your commander during your assignment. Any insubordination or lack of respect of his authority will be dealt with by me personally when you return. And believe me, you don't want to find out what I have in store."  
> The men quieted down, and from then on, quietly obeyed Chi Fu's commands. Privately, however, they still snickered amongst themselves over their scrawny commander.<br> The entourage moved out of Wu Zhong. They marched about thirty miles to the northwest, looking cautiously at every turn, nervous about the possibility of a Hun ambush.  
> They arrived at the village without incident. The troops stood awestruck as the sight of yet another devastated village lay before them.<br> Fighting tears, Mulan walked along the deserted street of the wreaked village. This was something she had seen before, but knew she would never get used to. All that remained of the buildings were burned-out timbers and scattered rocks. All of its citizens were now dead--or, at best--homeless.   
> Chi Fu ordered Yao and Ling to search the far edge of the village, and for Chien-Po to take the recruits toward the center of the village, leaving himself alone with Mulan to search the nearby edge of town.<br> They all scattered to search for survivors, but they all had the sickening feeling that, like the village near the Tung-Shao Pass a few months earlier, there would be none.  
> "If only we had gotten here sooner--" Mulan began.<br> "And you hold your tongue!" Chi Fu snapped. "Remember, you are my subordinate. You speak when I give you permission."  
> Mulan nodded silently. She had to throttle Mushu in the meantime to prevent him from attacking her temporary commander.<br>  
> Several hundred yards away, Yao and Ling continued their search through the wreckage. Yao climbed over a collapsed barn, and his taller friend wriggled behind him. Yao sighed at the field of destruction before them. Another damaged stone wall, another torched dwelling. It all looked the same. Not a sign of life anywhere.<br> "Go see what's behind that brush, Ling. I'm going this way," Yao said. "And don't get yourself lost!"  
> Ling trotted over some piles of debris, and behind the brush. <br> "Oh, and Ling . . . Ling?" Yao called. "Ling!"  
> There was no answer.<br> Yao growled and muttered under his breath.  
><br> Mulan, walking silently behind Chi Fu, began her search on the close edge of the village. She wished to herself that she would find something--anything--under the smoldering remains. Even finding a little doll would bring her some small comfort. But it was not meant to be.  
> Chi Fu suddenly gestured to Mulan. "There's something over there." <br> Mulan looked to the other side of the street, where a huge pagoda still stood, although badly damaged from the fire. Underneath it appeared to be the ruins of what once was the stone walls of a well. She nodded. "Maybe someone went down there to escape the fire."  
> Chi Fu was indignant. "I'll do the speculating around here," he huffed. Then he paused and straightened up. "Maybe someone went down there to escape the fire. I'll go and check it out. You stay here. This is not a job for a woman."<br> Chi Fu dismounted his horse and walked over to the other side of the street.  
> Mushu popped out from Mulan's neckerchief, and began bellowing. "When I get my claws on him, I'm going to yank his mustache right off his face." <br> Mulan restrained the little dragon, and lowered him onto Khan's back. "It's all right," she said, as she dismounted her horse. "It won't be too much longer before we're back at Wu Zhong."  
> Mushu fumed silently, while Cri-Kee stood beside him, glaring at Chi Fu<br> Holding a lantern high above his head, the Emperor's Counsel inspected the well. "Hello! Come on out," he shouted, in a high-pitched voice. Hearing no answer, he moved to the other side of the well. Suddenly, he heard a snap below him, and something under his foot gave way. The earth on the far side of the well caved in, and Chi Fu fell screaming into a deep chasm. Mulan gasped as she watched her commander disappear. Before Mushu even realized what had happened, Mulan had already grabbed a rope from her saddlebags and pulled Khan to the other side of the street.  
> "Chi Fu!" she shouted, as she ran to the near side of the well. <br> She heard a terrified voice far below. "Help!"  
> "Hold on. I'll throw you a rope."<br> "It won't do any good. My arms are broken. Or maybe my leg. I dunno . . . something's broken. I won't be able to make it."  
> "Hang in there. I'll be just a minute."<br> She secured one end of the rope to her waist and the other to Khan. Then she lowered herself into the well. When she reached the bottom, she found Chi Fu covered with dirt, but otherwise all right. Nevertheless, the man looked as though he had a close encounter with death.  
> "Climb up," she said, offering him the rope.<br> Chi Fu was completely white. "I--I can't."  
> Mulan sighed. She picked up Chi Fu up, then signaled Khan to tow the rope. While Mulan cradled Chi Fu in her arms like a baby, Khan pulled the rope and raised them both to safety. Mulan set Chi Fu onto his feet, and he began to wander aimlessly, in shock.<br> "Thanks, Khan," she said, patting his snout.  
> Mushu hid in Mulan's saddlebags, so to avoid being seen by Chi Fu. Just as he did so, he heard some frightening crackling sounds coming from behind Mulan. Then an explosion. Charred timbers fell all around them. Chi Fu screamed.<br> The pagoda was collapsing.  
> Khan and Chi Fu had barely enough time to jump back before an avalanche of wood and stone rained down with a huge roar.<br> Khan reared in fright. The huge building had barely missed them. Khan, Mushu, Cri-Kee, and Chi Fu were all safe. But the entire building had crashed upon the spot where Mulan was standing.  
> Mushu gasped. "Mulan!" <p>
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><br> By this time Ling had gotten himself quite lost among the burned-out buildings. He was not having the best of times--he got his foot stuck in a bucket, stepped onto a rake that smashed his face, and he fell in a horse trough.  
> Ling figured he would look less silly, if only he could get rid of that confounded bucket off his foot, and he finally managed to pull it off. Brushing himself off, he sighed and decided it was time to quit searching and return to the rest of the gang. About to leave, something caught his eye.<br> Over his shoulder, beyond a broken-down fence, lay a pile of debris, mostly large rocks and wooden beams, inside what once was a house. It looked no different from most of the other hills of wreckage that he came across, but something about it compelled him to inspect it. Ling walked over to the pile.   
> It moved.<br> Ling's eyes grew wide. Some of the rocks in the pile were moving.   
> He remembered how, at the Imperial City, the Huns had popped out of the ceremonial paper dragon and swarmed the Emperor. Ling nervously estimated how many Huns might fit underneath that pile. Swallowing hard, he drew his sword. He began carefully removing rocks from the pile, until he discovered the debris was covering up a large iron door. Whoever was there lay underneath the door. While he felt his heart pounding, he slowly lifted the door and prepared to strike.<br> What Ling found was like a tender flower blooming among the ashes.   
> Lying alone under the door, in the midst of the debris, was a young maiden of about Mulan's age. She had been buried alive for hours. Dirty, bruised, terrified, her teal dress shredded along the hem, she was curled up on the ground. Her long black hair trailed over her shoulder. Soot covered the pale and velvety soft skin of her face. She cringed at the sight of Ling's sword. Ling noticed her expression, and he immediately sheathed his blade.<br> Ling could barely speak. "Are you all right?" he said in his squeaky voice.  
> She nodded.<br> "Water. Here, have some water," Ling said, handing her his water bladder.  
> She knelt before him and drank, shaking slightly. She wet her handkerchief and wiped her face.<br> "How did you--" Ling began to ask.  
> "They didn't find me. But my mama and papa . . . my sisters--?" <br> Ling gulped. He didn't know how to break the news to her.  
> She wept bitterly.<br> Instinctively, Ling fell to his knees and held her hands. "It'll be all right."  
> Sobbing, she pressed her face to his hands in gratitude. Ling looked at her eyes, wondering how something so terrible could possibly happen to someone so sweet. He figured she must be disappointed being rescued by the village idiot.<br> "Look, you can come back with me. There's plenty of supplies and food and . . . well, at least you could rest on the cart," Ling told her.  
> She nodded, and, with Ling's help, slowly got to her feet. She was a little bit disoriented, but saw there was nothing left in the village. All of her family and friends were gone.<br> The best Ling could do was to strike up a conversation to distract her.  
> "What's your name?" Ling asked softly.<br> "Liu," the maiden replied, as they began walking toward the front of the village.  
> "Liu. That's a pretty name," Ling said. "Hi . . . I'm Ling."<br> "Ling, eh?" she said, as she straightened her dress. She looked over to him. "Do you do this for a living? Rescue maidens in distress, I mean."   
> "Oh--no, you're the only one. Uh, the only one I've rescued, that is," Ling said, just before stumbling over a rock.<br> "Are you always this suave?"  
><br> Ling returned to the village entrance with Liu. The other soldiers stood amazed at the sight of Liu, for they would never have guessed that anyone could have survived this destruction. Ling escorted Liu to the supply cart, and helped her onto it. She flopped back into the straw, exhausted and heartbroken, and closed her eyes. Ling sat next to her, trying to find something consoling to say.  
> Yao had just returned, discouraged because he found no survivors. When he saw Ling in the cart, his face turned red. "You knucklehead! What do you think you're doing, getting yourself lost like that? I ought to punch you out."<br> Then he noticed the young lady in the cart, and his voice softened. "Oh . . . hello, miss."  
> Liu looked at Yao, then Ling. Without a word, she sighed and shut her eyes again.<br> "She's had a rough day," Ling reported to Yao. "Just be gentle to her."  
> Yao snorted up some mucus and spit it on the ground. "Yeah, you know I can be gentle."<br>  
> <br> Chien-Po and the recruits were not far behind. They, too, had returned empty-handed. He noticed that everyone was accounted for--except for Mulan and Chi Fu. He pointed this out to the others, and they all grew concerned.   
> Then Yao saw the cannon cart in the distance, and a black horse across the street from it. "They're over there!" he called to the others, and they all hustled down the road. They found their commanding officer Chi Fu in a state of shock. There was no sign of Mulan.<br> They all gasped when they looked up and saw Mulan stand before them, a bit sooty, but otherwise in good shape.  
> "Mulan!" Yao cried. "We were fearing the worst."<br> Mulan nodded. "I'm all right. When I saw the building was about to fall on top of me, I just jumped back down the well. Then I just used the rope around my waist to pull myself out."  
> Chien-Po smiled and turned to Chi Fu. "Everyone accounted for, sir."<br> Chi Fu, still looking traumatized, mounted his horse. With a squeaky voice, he ordered the unit to move out. The troops began their march back to Wu Zhong. Chien-Po guided the horse pulling the open-air supply cart, and Yao grabbed Khan's reins to lead the cannon cart.  
> As the open-air cart began to move, Mulan hopped on to catch her breath. She was startled by the sight of Liu, as she had almost sat right on her.<br> "Oh!" Mulan said. "I didn't see you there."  
> Liu sat up, and looked at Ling. "Do all the soldiers get to hitch a ride?" she asked. "If so, I'd better get off now, or I'll be crushed."<br> "No--I'm only going to be here for a moment," Mulan said. "You're from the village?"  
> "Yes. It looks like I'm the only survivor."<br> Mulan looked at her with deep sympathy. "I'm sorry."  
> Liu was bitter. There was no way any of the soldiers could understand--not even Ling.<br> "Oh, you wouldn't understand. You're a man."  
> "I'm not a man."<br> Liu blinked and stared at Mulan. "You're a girl?"  
> "Er, yeah," Ling said. "This is the famous Fa Mulan."<br> "Oh," Liu said plainly. "Famous? I'm sorry I haven't heard about you."  
> Mulan looked hurt.<br> Liu looked at her, puzzled. "Why are they making you serve in the army?"  
> Mulan shook her head. "I volunteered. It's a long story."<br> Liu really looked baffled now. "Don't you like being a girl?"   
> "Why do you think I don't like being a girl?"<br> "Well, you're doing this instead of getting married. All girls get married."  
> "I can't say I won't ever get married," Mulan said. "But the dressing up part--to please the matchmaker--that just isn't me. It's fine for other girls, but I was never cut out for it."<br> Liu sat up straighter, and preened her hair. "You're a very strange woman, Fa Mulan. Your family obviously didn't teach you proper etiquette. Normal women in China learn to be obedient and subservient--especially to men."  
> Liu laid back down in the straw. "Well, I'm going to do the honorable thing and get married. And I will learn to love whomever the Matchmaker selects for me."<br> "Wouldn't you . . . rather be with a guy you really think is special? I mean, isn't it important to fall in love first?"  
> Liu turned, looking shocked. "Isn't it important to bring honor to your family?" She glared at Mulan. "Why? Is there a guy you think is special?" <br> Mulan just sat quietly and smiled at the thought.  
> "I thought so. You care nothing for your family's honor!"<br> Mulan had enough. Without another word, she jumped off the cart and walked ahead. Ling popped his head up from the hay and looked at Liu.  
> "You don't understand, Liu," Ling said. "Mulan loves her family. She risked her life to save her father."<br> "Oh."  
> Ling looked over to Mulan. "She once risked her life to save me, too."<br> Liu paused. She began thinking that maybe she had jumped to a hasty conclusion about Mulan. 
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The Imperial unit marched in silence for most of the afternoon. After clearing a particularly high mountain, they continued up a steep hill and around a tight turn. Beyond the turn, the road overlooked a short valley, bordered by a forest. Mulan looked up and into the valley, and she stopped cold.   
> Huns.<br> At the bottom of the valley, not more than three hundred paces from her, was a Hun unit, about a hundred strong. Mulan easily recognized the Huns' drab gray furry coats. They were relaxing and putting their horses to pasture, and were not at all expecting a hostile army to appear over the hill.   
> The Chinese and the Mongolian units spotted each other at about the same time, and each side was equally surprised. The Emperor's troops were so near the Huns, there was time only to fire off a couple of cannons, and then combat hand-to-hand.<br> Chi Fu froze.  
> Mulan desperately tried to snap him out of his trance. "Sir? Chi Fu!"<br> "Oh great. Now what do we do?" Mushu cried.  
> Mulan found herself fighting panic. They were face to face with the enemy, and now they were without a leader.<br> Mulan stalled for a moment. She took a deep breath to calm herself, then recalled the military strategy she had read recently. She saw that the way the Imperial troops were scattered would never fare well against the enemy. She unsheathed her father's sword, and, waving circles in the air with it, called the unit to attention.  
> "Form a line!" she called to them, and directed Yao and Chien-Po to fire cannons.<br> Yao and Chien-Po each grabbed a cannon from the cart, struck their flint, and their cannons roared. Seconds later, their two shells slammed into the rear of the Hun brigade, scattering dozens of the enemy. Yao and Chien-Po then joined their comrades as they formed their battle line.  
> Liu looked over to Ling for a moment. With a determined scowl, Ling grabbed his sword and helmet, and jumped off the cart. Liu watched him as he rushed to join his comrades.<br> The Chinese troops looked surprised when they noticed that Mulan was commanding them. They obeyed their new commanding officer, and formed a line along the road, facing the Huns. Mulan, taking the initiative, shouted to the troops to make a sudden shift to the left, then to strike the Huns from the side.  
> "Attack! Attack!"<br> With a loud cry the Imperial unit ran forward to strike the Huns' flank.  
> Mulan jumped forward to a spot where two Imperial soldiers battled three Huns. Mulan picked out the extra Hun, gripped her sword, and, half-closing her eyes, she slashed.<br> Mulan opened her eyes to see the Hun with a stunned look on his face. He fell over. Though not mortally wounded, he was incapacitated. Mulan then looked down at her sword covered with blood, and gasped. She couldn't believe she just did that.  
> "Uh . . . sorry. Are you all right?" she asked the wounded Hun. <br> The Hun growled.  
> "Are you going to sit and have tea with him, or are you going to get back to fighting?" Mushu fumed from on top her shoulder. Mulan whistled nonchalantly, and ran over to help the rest of the troops.<br> Yao and Chien-Po had absolutely no trouble handling the enemy. Like an assembly line, Yao booted one Hun after another to Chien-Po, who would slam their heads with a shield, instantly knocking them out. Ling was encircled by six Huns, who were about to subdue him. He head-butted them one at a time, knocking each one unconscious.  
> With the help of the rest of the men, Mulan defeated fifteen other Huns, ensuring an Imperial victory. The remaining Huns retreated over the crest and back into the forest. Mulan called for her troops to withdraw also, in case enemy archers waited in the woods. The Huns had sustained a large number of wounded and captured, while Imperial casualties were practically nil.<br> Some of the inexperienced soldiers began celebrating. "We won! We won the war! We beat the whole Hun army!"  
> Mulan knew better. Yes, the Chinese troops won, but this was only a skirmish. She knew the huge main Hun army was out there somewhere, and she did not relish the thought of what it might look like.<br>  
> After a few more hours of marching, the troops returned to Wu Zhong from their assignment. Mulan saw that Shang and the recruits had finished their training for the day, as the camp was mostly deserted, save for a handful of men standing about, relaxing. Mulan searched for Shang, but he was nowhere in sight.<br> Mulan looked towards the lake more closely. About two hundred yards away, Shang was pulling himself out of the water, totally naked. Mulan stifled a laugh. Maybe he had forgotten there was a woman among the soldiers?   
> Shang wrapped himself with a loincloth and headed back to camp. He looked a bit surprised to see the soldiers return, and a bit more surprised by Mulan's presence. Mulan ran up to him.<br> "Shang! " she said, smiling. She bit her lip as she looked up and down his statuesque frame. "It's good to be back."  
> Shang was unfazed. "What's the report?"<br> Mulan sighed. _Doesn't he think of anything other than the army? _  
> "We skirmished the Huns while on the road," she said.<br> Shang raised his eyebrows. "Casualties?"  
> "No one on our side is missing or seriously hurt," she said, grinning, "and we have taken about a dozen prisoners--"<br> Chi Fu barged in. "Yes, and you have me to thank. If it weren't for my quick thinking, your entire unit would have been lost."  
> Mulan stood agape at Chi Fu's nerve. She was about to protest, when Shang waved her off to listen to her superior. Mulan stood there silently, looking hurt and angry.<br> "And in spite of the danger," Chi Fu continued, "I managed to rescue one of the villagers."  
> Shang looked over and saw Liu in the cart. "We'll be sure to set up accommodations for her. Mulan, see to it that the girl is comfortable and has some companionship."<br> Mulan looked at Shang coldly. She was already in a foul mood, and the thought of having to serve as Liu's companion annoyed her.  
> Chi Fu smirked. "I can't wait to get my report out to the Emperor! He will be so thrilled with my heroics." He strutted away.<br> Mulan, almost in tears, was speechless.  
> "Don't worry, Mulan," Shang said. "I know very well that everything he said was a lie. I just listen to him because he amuses me. There is only one person I know who could have led the troops to that kind of victory."<br> Mulan managed to smile.  
> "I have to thank you for what you've done," he said. "Your bravery and leadership during this assignment has earned you a bonus in pay," Shang said, about to turn to leave.<br> Mulan just rolled her eyes.  
> Shang looked back at her, confused. "What is it?"<br> Mulan was about to say something, but stopped herself.  
> "Would you prefer a medal?" he asked. "More leave time?"<br> Mulan just threw up her hands. "I don't want more money or medals. Couldn't I just . . ." She stopped, then spoke again, very softly. "Couldn't I just . . . spend an hour with you?"  
> Shang blinked. "Er . . . yeah, we could do that--I suppose." He looked at her again, pondering.<br> They separated to their respective tents and changed into informal attire. Fifteen minutes later, Shang and Mulan were walking together along the shore of the lake. From the light of the late afternoon sun, the trees surrounding the lake cast long shadows in the water. Shang picked up stones and skimmed them on the smooth surface.  
> "Good news," he said. "Our scouts report that the main Hun army has moved to the southwest, and is idle."<br> Mulan felt as though she had to bite her tongue. She agreed there was a national crisis. But if, in the next hour, she heard one more word from Shang about the Huns, or about the army, or about discipline and strength, she would scream.  
> "Oh, and Mulan--there is one more thing. The Emperor has asked to see you."<br> Mulan perked up. "The Emperor? Wha--"  
> "I received the message this afternoon. The Emperor has requested that you go to the Imperial City, and meet with him. He wants a private audience with you."<br> "But I'm in the field now."  
> "Mulan, trust me. This is an invitation not to be taken lightly. Only kings and ambassadors ever get this sort of privilege. Not even my father nor I have had such an honor."<br> "I don't feel right about this. What if the Huns attack while I'm gone?"  
> "The Huns are idle right now, and they are still a long way from the Imperial City. Plus, the Cantonese troops are due to arrive any day now, so the Imperial City will be well defended," he said. "Mulan, this is an opportunity. Take it."<br> "Come with me, Shang."  
> "No. I can't leave my men."<br> "I know."  
> Shang smiled at her understanding.<br> "Look," Shang said, "I didn't mean to make you feel ignored earlier. You've done a lot for us, Mulan. Uh--"  
> Mulan looked up, expectantly.<br> He paused. "And I'm sorry for being so hard on you when you first enlisted," Shang said.  
> "Nah, that's all right. I learned a lot from you."<br> Shang laughed. "I'm glad you don't have any bad memories of me."   
> "No bad memories," Mulan said.<br> Then she stopped smiling. There was one bad memory. Very bad.   
> "What is it?" Shang asked.<br> "You remember that night after the battle at the Tung-Shao Pass? You know, when I was found out--?"  
> Shang was silent. He knew what she was going to say next.<br> "Chi Fu dragged me from the medic's tent and threw me into the snow . . ."  
> Shang remembered how she knelt bravely there in the cold, completely at his mercy.<br> "Then you drew my sword; raised it over my head . . ."  
> She shuddered.<br> "I wasn't going to. I swear it," Shang said softly.  
> "You never thought of--?"<br> "Never. You were too good of a friend to me, even as Ping. But I was angry with you, Mulan. Angry and betrayed. I felt as though you had made a fool of me in front of Chi Fu and all of my men. And so, I was showing you that I could have done it, in order to teach you a lesson."  
> Shang hugged her. "I'm sorry I frightened you."<br> He held her tightly in his strong arms for a while, and Mulan fought back tears.  
> Stepping back, Mulan looked at his face. She could tell by his eyes that he was speaking the truth. Her face brightened.<br> "I owe you my life again," Shang said. "You saved me from Shan-Yu at the Imperial City, too. Who knows? Maybe I'll save your life someday, for a change," he quipped.  
> They smiled to each other and held hands. <p>
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Mulan spent the following afternoon riding from Wu Zhong to the Imperial City, and arrived as dusk was falling over the Emperor's Palace.  
> She rode up to the base of the Palace steps. She looked up to the Great Palace, reminiscing over the last time she had seen it. The entire east wing was still badly damaged by the fire that occurred when she vanquished Shan-Yu.<br> A middle-aged woman with a kind face walked down the steps and approached her. "Are you Fa Mulan?"  
> "Why, yes. How did you kn--"<br> "The Emperor has been expecting you. He has assigned me to watch for your arrival, and for me to prepare your hospitality for the night. Follow me."  
> The woman summoned a couple of stable boys to lead Khan away to care for him for the evening, and Mulan followed the woman up the Palace steps. <br> "I remember seeing you on the Palace roof! How you got rid of Shan-Yu!"  
> Mulan was flattered.<br> "Although," the woman said, "I have to admit, you do look quite different in armor."  
> Mulan was led to a place where she could bathe and dress.<br> "I'll leave you to the care of my servant girls now. They will see to it that you are comfortable for the night," the woman said, before leaving Mulan at the baths.  
> Mulan entered the bathing area, which was populated by several women from the Palace. When she sauntered in, they all stared at her in her male attire.<br> "A man!" one woman shrieked.  
> Clutching towels to their bodies, they all ran out screaming. Mulan chuckled. She had the bath all to herself.<br> The baths were furnished with a variety of soaps, lotions, and shampoos. She settled into a warm pool of water for the first time in weeks. She had bathed frequently since leaving home, but it was always in the cold water of lakes or streams. This was a refreshing change.  
> When Mulan finished and stepped out, a team of servant girls waited for her. They fixed her hair and applied some sort of special lotion to her skin. Mulan was not sure what they were rubbing on her, but whatever it was, it was the most beautiful stuff she had ever smelled. The girls slipped a luxurious silk gown on her.<br> Servants showed Mulan to her room--it was a grand guest bedroom with a magnificent soft bed--and they made sure she was comfortable and accommodated in every way. Three servants came by her room with trays of all types of food, and saw to it Mulan had as much as she wanted to eat. They also furnished various scrolls for her to enjoy reading in bed.  
> After reading for a half hour or so, Mulan extinguished the light, and, cuddling against the huge down pillow, said a silent prayer to her Ancestors, wishing that her friends and family were all safe.<br>  
> In the morning, the hour came for Mulan's visit with the Emperor. After a sumptuous breakfast, she enjoyed another luxurious bath, with servant girls again waiting to dress her, style her hair, and apply makeup. Mulan giggled. She had not been doted on like this since her preparation for the Matchmaker. <br> Mulan tried to strike up a conversation with the girls. The servant girls were mostly reticent, but Mulan managed to learn from them that some of the soaps and makeup were special formulas, many from as far away as India and Egypt.  
> She was fitted in a deep purple silk and satin gown, easily the most beautiful clothing she had ever worn. Her hair, though short, was tied neatly in a pretty tail behind her neck with a purple silk ribbon, and she was given matching satin shoes for her feet. The girls applied an exotic foundation to her face, which made her face seem to glow. Upon that they brushed on mauve blush to her cheeks, cherry-red paint to her lips, and lavender shadow on her eyelids.<br> Mulan grinned at her reflection in the mirror, for she could barely recognize herself. Dressing up was not her usual style, but she enjoyed this pampering once in a while.  
> The ladies led Mulan to a great hallway where she was to walk down to the Emperor's chamber.<br> She had met the Emperor once before, but that was amid the chaos of Shan-Yu's attempt to kidnap the ruler. This was entirely different: a formal meeting alone with the Emperor, inside his great chamber. Mulan remembered being told she was the first woman in China's history granted such an honor.  
> Mulan imagined that when she entered the room she would have to walk up a golden stairway of a thousand steps, and have to kneel before a twenty-foot-high gold-emblazoned throne. She began to feel very small.<br> She walked down the long hallway that ended with a pair of thirty-foot high bronze doors, which two large guards opened and allowed her to enter the chamber. Inside the chamber, Mulan saw that instead of a throne of divine splendor, the Emperor was kneeling before a humble tea table. Mulan bowed. The Emperor gestured for Mulan to join him. She was invited to have tea with him!  
> Mulan felt a little nervous. <em>Dignity and refinement<em>, Mulan reminded herself. She couldn't get the humiliating incident with the Matchmaker out of her mind.  
> Servants were on hand to serve the tea, but Mulan silently offered to pour instead. If only the Matchmaker could see her now, pouring tea for the Emperor of China!<br> As Mulan poured, something caught her eye. She stared. There was a very strange animal walking across the marble floor. The animal was straw-colored and about the size of an average cat. But it was fluffy, short-legged, had large black eyes, and it occasionally made peculiar snorting sounds. Its paws were like a dog's but it couldn't be a dog, could it? The animal lacked a dog's long muzzle. Instead, the front of its face looked pushed-in.  
> Mulan, distracted, overfilled the Emperor's teacup a bit. She winced and gritted her teeth.<br> The Emperor's smiling eyes reassured her. "That is Huan-Gua, my dog," the Emperor said, wiping under his cup. "He is one of a special breed of dog meant just for the Palace. They've been here for hundreds of years. Go ahead, you may pet him."  
> Mulan smiled politely, and remained silent. She petted the friendly dog, who then curled up next to her beside the tea table.<br> "Do you have a dog, Mulan?" the Emperor asked.  
> Mulan hesitated. She was about to tell him about Little Brother, but then she glumly figured the Emperor of China would never be interested, what with this fantastic dog he owned. Nor, she figured, would he be interested in her humdrum home life.<br> "Well, I have a dog, your Excellency," she said. "He helps me with my chores at home."  
> "Helps you with your chores?" the Emperor asked, intrigued. "How does he do that?"<br> Mulan relaxed.  
> The Emperor had broken the ice. Mulan told him about her smart dog; then she talked about Khan, her family, and the Gang of Three's antics. With each of her stories, the Emperor grew more interested and amused.<br> "I am most curious . . . why did you risk your life by impersonating a soldier?" he asked.  
> "It was to save my father's life. He was conscripted to serve the army, but he is getting older. And because of his old wounds, he could barely walk. He would have been killed."<br> The Emperor nodded knowingly. "Fa Zhou was one of my finest and bravest warriors, but he is stubborn and fiercely loyal. I would never wish for him die in vain. If I had known his condition, and that he had no sons to take his place, I would have recalled his conscription."  
> "Well, I took his place, Your Majesty," Mulan said, smiling.<br> "Yes. I see a lot of your father in you, including the stubborn streak, but most of all the bravery," said the Emperor, with a wink. "How you defeated Shan-Yu was extraordinary."  
> Mulan grinned appreciatively, and refilled the teacups.<br> "You have seen much of General Li Shang?" the Emperor asked.  
> Mulan's eyes lit up. "Oh, yes. I'm serving as a captain for him at Wu Zhong. I've seen him almost every day--until I left camp last evening." <br> The Emperor could tell by Mulan's expression that she and Shang were hitting it off very nicely. He grinned.  
> Mulan's thoughts drifted to Shang.<br>  
> Shang rode up the frozen slope, and inspected the terrain around the Tung-Shao Pass. He reminisced about the last time he was there, when a mighty Hun army was buried alive by an avalanche created by a tenderfoot named Ping. That seemed eons ago.<br> Shang was back to the Pass again, leading the Cantonese archers, who were digging in for a stand against the new Hun threat.  
> The scene looked much as it did the previous spring. A thick blanket of snow covered the valley, with no sign of the hundreds of men and horses that lay far below the surface.<br> Shang looked at the men he was commanding now. The two thousand Cantonese archers were the finest troops he had ever seen. He was confident that they could cut the Huns down with a hail of arrows as the enemy rode over the crest. Therefore, he figured the dangerous avalanche that Mulan triggered against Shan-Yu would not be necessary this time. He ordered his men to knock the snow off the nearby mountains, a little at a time, with their cannons.  
> With that accomplished, the troops dug a massive series of trenches, earthworks, and horse traps as they built a great defensive fortification across the entire pass. And they positioned no fewer than three hundred cannons along the bulwarks.<br> They were now quite ready for the Huns.  
><br> A scout rushed into the Emperor's chamber and bowed to the Emperor. The Emperor and Mulan looked at him, alarmed.  
> "Forgive me, Your Excellency," the breathless scout said. "I have an urgent letter from Chi Fu at Wu Zhong camp. It was written in such haste, it is almost illegible."<br> The Emperor motioned for the scout to read the scroll.  
> "Need assistance urgently," the scout read. "Gigantic Hun army on the move, wreaking havoc everywhere. I am helpless to stand against enemy without reinforcements."<br> "Where is the Hun army now?" the Emperor asked.  
> "The Huns are fifteen miles north of Wu Zhong, heading east." <br> Mulan blanched.  
> "Toward my village," she said, under her breath.<br> The Emperor watched sympathetically as Mulan began shaking.  
> "I don't understand," she said. "Where is Shang? Where are the Cantonese troops?"<br> "I'm sorry, that's all it says."  
> The Emperor looked at Mulan. "You want to go to your family." <br> "Yes," her voice quivering. "Please--"  
> "You must go to them," he said calmly.<br> Mulan thanked the Emperor with a hug and then ran down the great hall. The Emperor, still kneeling, did not give Mulan's breach of protocol a second thought. With a worried look on his face, he sighed as he watched Mulan exit.  
> Within minutes, Mulan wiped off her makeup, retied her hair, and threw on her armor. Clutching her sword, she ran to the stable where the caretakers handed her Khan's reins. Mulan kindly thanked them, then hurriedly took off toward her village, forty miles south of the Imperial City.<br> If she made good time, she should reach her village in about three hours. 
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There was little time left before the enormous Hun army would descend upon Mulan's village--and Mulan's home.  
> Mulan entered the village, and pulled up on Khan's reins. Khan reared in alarm.<br> The streets in Mulan's village were in utter chaos. Between the buildings, hundreds of men, women, children, carts, wagons, horses, cows, pigs, and all kinds of fowl littered the throughways, as multitudes frantically prepared to evacuate the town. Scores pushed their way on the road toward the Imperial City, to seek refuge there. Mulan could manage only to inch her way through the madness, in a panicked search for any sign of her mother, father, or Grandma Fa.  
> Amid the sea of people, a cart tipped over across the road and spilled its cargo. A shed collapsed. Mulan could hear a little child cry somewhere the crowd. Scores of cattle plodded through the mud, blocking Khan's way.<br> Beyond the cattle, Mulan could see the familiar figure of the Matchmaker, who was yelling and running in circles. The Matchmaker did not notice she was treading through cow dung.  
> Normally, Mulan would have laughed at this sight, but she was too worried to be amused.<br> "Mama! Baba! Grandma!" she shouted amid the drone of the crowd.   
> "Mama! Baba! Grandma!"<br> Mulan stopped a man frantically trying to tie down his belongings onto a cart. "Excuse me, have you seen Fa Zhou?" Mulan asked quickly. The man shook his head, shrugged, then hurriedly continued his packing.  
> Mulan spoke to a middle-aged man and his wife, who each carried full backpacks, and had a cow in tow. "Have you seen Fa Zhou?" Mulan asked. Both shook their heads, and looked at each other wondering what a young soldier would want with Fa Zhou at a time like this.<br> After asking several people without result, Mulan decided to go to her house to find her family on her own.  
> Upon arriving at the walls of her family estate, Mulan could see that the front gate hung wide open, its doors flapping in the breeze. Once inside the gate, Mulan dismounted Khan.<br> "Mama? Baba? Grandma? Little Brother?"  
> Mulan thoroughly searched each room inside the house. There was no sign of anyone--father, mother, grandma, Little Brother, even the chickens--were gone. There was an eerie silence.<br> Although there was no sign of life, Mulan noticed that her family had left nearly everything behind. They apparently grabbed what they could and fled with Little Brother and the chickens, simply abandoning the house.  
> At least, that is what she hoped had happened.<br> Mulan noticed that there were several valuable items remaining that were best not left to fall into the hands of the Huns.  
> Mulan hastily dug a large hole beyond the pond. Then she ran back and grabbed Shan-Yu's sword, the Emperor's Crest, and all other family valuables. She laid everything in the hole, covered them with a linen sheet, and buried them. Then Mulan ran back into the house, grabbed as many nonessential bamboo and paper items as she could get a hold of, tossed them to the side of the house, and burned them.<br> She was glad she could get rid of some of the tinder, but she knew her house would be torched anyway. Tears welled up in her eyes.  
> Standing near the gate, Mulan dolefully looked at her house one last time. Within the hour, the home she grew up in--including the house and the stable--would be ashes. Khan nudged her sympathetically. She buried her face into Khan's side and cried softly.<br> The road in front of her house was now dead silent, and a faint brown dust cloud could be seen growing in the distance on the western horizon. Mulan knew there was not much time left. She had to find her family. She jumped onto Khan and galloped north towards the Imperial City. 
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><br> It seemed to take forever for Mulan to pass the thousands of refugees on the road. Hundreds of carts clogged the highway, and she found herself having to take detours into the woods several times to pass many of them. All the while, she continued her worried search for her family among the refugees.  
> The refugees were beginning to settle into camps for the night. Mulan was about to give up hope, as the sun was soon to set, when she saw a simple ox-drawn cart loaded with about a dozen crates of chickens. Upon the crates sat a small brown-and-white terrier. Mulan beamed, and pointed Khan toward Little Brother's direction.<br> Little Brother stood up and barked wildly, and Fa Zhou and Fa Li stirred and looked up.  
> "Mulan!"<br> Mulan leapt off of Khan, and ran over to hug her parents and her grandmother.  
> "I--I can't believe I found you. And you're all right!" the daughter said, wiping her tears.<br> "Mu-- Mulan, what are you doing here?" Fa Zhou asked.  
> "After hearing that the Huns were coming, you think I wouldn't be here for you?" Mulan smiled. "And you've got your own cart and everything!" she laughed.<br> "We bought it from a kind old gentleman in the village," Fa Li said. "It's not much, but it was enough to get us out of town. We were one of the first on the road."  
> "Yes," Fa Zhou added, "thanks to Grandma, we got an advance warning about the Huns' arrival."<br> "Oh?"  
> "I woke up late last night from a strange dream," Grandma Fa told Mulan. "I saw your grandfather and great-grandparents in the dream, and also some animals, and a lot of people I didn't recognize. They kept saying over and over, Great danger coming, great danger coming.' And, in my dream I asked, What danger?', but they wouldn't answer. They just showed me a huge swirling black cloud that kept coming closer . . . and closer. I woke up terrified. The dream seemed so real, I just couldn't ignore it."<br> Mulan's mother smiled. "Grandma woke us up. At first, we dismissed it as an ordinary nightmare, but she kept insisting that we flee the house immediately. It wasn't until we were already on our way that we found out her dream was prophetic."   
> Mulan grinned. "I'm just glad you're safe. I'll stay with you for a little while, Mama," she said. "Then I'm heading back to Wu Zhong to round up an escort for you. It's not good for you to be out in the open on the road like this. Also, do you need anything? Do you need food?"<br> "That's funny you should ask, Mulan," Grandma Fa said. "A very nice young lady rode over to us earlier today, and gave us some bags of rice and noodles. She said that you had sent her from the training camp."  
> Mulan was bewildered. "I didn't send anyone from Wu Zhong. I haven't been at Wu Zhong for two days. What was her name?"<br> They all looked at each other. "I forget. Something like Lo. Was that it? Or Lei?"  
> Mulan frowned. "Was it, by chance, Liu?"<br> Her parents and grandmother nodded. "Liu! That's the name."  
> Mulan was astonished. Liu? The girl that hated her? Why on earth would Liu seek out her family and do something so kind?<br> "A soldier named Ling came along with her." Grandma said. "Do you know them? They seem to be very nice people."  
><br> Mulan rode into Wu Zhong. Breathless, she hunted around for a sign of Shang or the Gang of Three. It was already several hours after dark, so her search had to be conducted by moonlight. The first familiar person she came across was Liu.  
> "So, how was the Palace?"<br> Mulan kept looking around. "Is Ling here? Or Yao or Chien-Po?"   
> "They're around, somewhere. What would you want with them?"<br> Mulan turned to Liu. "You delivered supplies to my family. Thank you."  
> "I thought they might need food. It's the least I could do. Ling was eager to help, so I let him tag along."<br> "Shang didn't send you?"  
> "No. Shang wrote a pass for me, but I went on my own accord." <br> Mulan was dumbfounded. "Why? I always thought you hated me."  
> Liu smiled. "On the contrary--if it weren't for you, I might have been killed when we confronted the Huns on the trail. I must thank you for that. It is clear that you love your family, and that your family loves you, too. You are an honorable woman, Mulan. I also have been thinking . . . I wish I were like you. You are the first woman I met who decides her own future."<br> Mulan grinned appreciatively. "So, things are going well with Ling, I see."  
> "Ling's an idiot."<br> Mulan laughed. "Be thankful you're not on the receiving end of his practical jokes. My first few weeks in the army were miserable, thanks mostly to Ling."  
> "Ah, yes. Bugs down your back, and all."<br> "He told you?"  
> "And kicking over your cannon support," Liu grinned.<br> "Oh, he's going to get it!" Mulan said. "Someday I have to tell you how brave Ling was when he thought he saw a snake," Mulan said, as she headed into camp.  
> Mulan walked past the camp, over towards the lake. Mulan could detect a faint, familiar chirping sound several hundred yards away, over by the lake. Cri-Kee!<br> Mulan hurried over to the lake to find her lucky cricket sitting on a tree limb, watching Mushu in the water. This time it was Mushu taking a swim in the lake.  
> "Mushu, I'm glad I found you," Mulan said, advancing toward the shore.<br> "Oh, no you don't. You ain't coming in here! You have a way of attracting all sorts of people into the water, and I don't want to have to bite nobody."  
> Cri-Kee cringed.<br> "Mushu--get out of there!" Mulan said to her Guardian. "It's winter, and you're going to make yourself sick."  
> Mushu laughed. "Don't worry--I'm cold-blooded. Besides, I'm indestructible, remember? I can't die--every time you need a Guardian, I'll keep coming back." <br> Mulan sighed. "I need to find help."  
> "And I suppose I'm not good enough for you?" Mushu grumbled.<br> Mushu then remembered the First Ancestor's order for him to do a selfless deed for Mulan. He paused. "All right," he said as he stepped out of the water and began drying himself with a towel, "follow me."  
> Mulan and Cri-Kee followed the dragon back to camp. When he reached the edge of camp, he pointed Shang out to Mulan. Mulan's eyes grew large at the sight of Shang.<br> "If you need anything else," Mushu told Mulan, "I'll be at your tent with the lucky bug."  
> Mulan ran over to Shang. "Shang, what are you doing here? I thought you said you couldn't leave your men."<br> Shang fought for words. "Well, er . . . the truth is, I was worried about you. I'm glad you're all right."  
> Mulan smiled.<br> "Is your family all right?" he asked.  
> Mulan nodded. "The entire village is on the road, heading to the Imperial City for refuge. They are just a couple of miles from here. The Huns aren't following, but I still fear for them. They are vulnerable to highway bandits."<br> "I have already arranged for Yao, Ling, and Chien-Po and a small contingent to leave tonight to escort them."  
> "Thanks, Shang. I'll be ready to leave right away."<br> "No, Mulan."  
> "What?"<br> "No--you need rest. Khan, too. You stay here tonight."  
> "But I--"<br> "Your family will be well protected, I promise. You may join them tomorrow."  
> Mulan sighed. Shang was right--it had been a very long day, and she was exhausted.<br> "I'll leave first thing in the morning. With Liu."  
> Shang nodded. "You and Liu, tomorrow morning." He looked over to the camp. "You know I can't come with you. I must leave tonight to return to the Tung-Shao Pass. Chi Fu will leave tomorrow morning with the recruits to join me at the Pass."<br> Mulan suddenly looked guilty. "Shang--you were right. The Huns _were_ looking for something--me!" Mulan exclaimed. "They want to avenge Shan-Yu and the first army. That's why they were cutting across the land--they were searching for my village. And they finally found it today."  
> "Then the Huns will definitely attack the Imperial City tomorrow," Shang said. "They won't find you at your village, so they'll expect to find you among the defenders of the city. But don't worry--you won't be among them. You can stay with your family. What's more, I'm ordering my scouts to block all the other passages to the Imperial City with landslides tonight. The only way the Huns can get to the Imperial City now is through the Tung-Shao Pass, and the Pass is filled with fortifications and is defended by the Cantonese archers."<br> "Oh."  
> "So, it wouldn't be a good idea for your family to be on the road to the Tung-Shao Pass, anyway . . . the Huns will be coming down that road, and the villagers wouldn't be able to get past the fortifications. "<br> Mulan sighed. "But there is still a chance that the Huns will pursue the villagers on the way to the Imperial City, right?"  
> Shang paused.<br> "Mulan, I think I can trust you with some information that may help you."  
> Mulan tilted her head.<br> "There's a secret pass--called the Beifang Pass," Shang said. "No one knows about it except the Emperor, Chi Fu, and myself. The Beifang Pass is at the end of a trail that bypasses the mountains near the Tung-Shao Pass. On the road to the Tung-Shao Pass, you will see a very small trail branch off to the left--one that looks like it leads to nowhere. That is the trail that leads to Beifang Pass. You will have to travel ten miles further to get to the Imperial City, but at least the Huns won't be looking for anyone down that little trail."  
> Shang looked earnestly at Mulan. "But you must not let any Huns find you or anyone else on the trail. It could lead to disaster. If they do see you, you must send a dispatch to notify me immediately."<br> Mulan looked up and nodded. She shivered for a moment from the coolness of the winter air.  
> Shang paused again. Mulan could tell he had something on his mind. <br> "What is it, Shang?"  
> "Nothing."<br> More silence.  
> "Mulan--" Shang said abruptly. "Er . . . well, I'm just a little worried."<br> "What about?" she asked softly.  
> "I mean, my father was such a great leader. He knew everything about training and tactics. He did everything with such confidence, and he never lost a campaign until he encountered Shan-Yu."<br> "I know."  
> "How can I possibly fill his shoes? A year ago I was a nobody, just another guy out of military training school. Yes, I was first in my class, but that doesn't necessarily mean anything on the battlefield."<br> "A year ago I was a nobody too," Mulan reminded him.  
> Her words felt reassuring to Shang.<br> "But that's it, too," Shang said. Everything I have accomplished, all the awards and adulation and honor that I have received, are all because of you, Mulan. Without you, I would be nothing. Without you, where would China be?"  
> Mulan glowed inside.<br> Shang sighed. "The fate of all China rests on my shoulders now. I have faith in my men, and in my plan. But what if something goes wrong?" he asked. "How can I do this? How can I lead all these troops? How--"  
> Mulan gently covered his mouth with her fingertips.<br> "For what it's worth . . .," Mulan began.  
> She pulled herself up close to him. ". . . I think you're a <em>great<em> general," she concluded, gazing deeply into his eyes.  
> Shang noticed that a lock of her hair had worked itself from out of her ribbon and drooped over her forehead. He brushed it back with his hand. Mulan looked up at Shang's silhouette in front of the moon.<br> Shang looked into her eyes reflecting the moonlight.  
> "Shang, I--"<br> He gently cupped her face in his hands. He leaned over and tenderly kissed her forehead, then her cheek.  
> Then their mouths melted together.<br> After a few seconds, Shang backed away. He cleared his throat and straightened up, trying to look soldierly.  
> Before he could say anything, Mulan grabbed Shang's collar with both her hands, pulled him tightly against her, and kissed him passionately once more. After she slowly relaxed her grip, she gently stroked the side of his face with her fingertips, and smiled.<br> "Goodnight, Shang," Mulan whispered.  
> Shang smiled.<br> "Goodnight, Mulan."  
><br> Mushu, sitting in Mulan's tent playing Xiang Qi with Cri-Kee, noticed his charge's odd expression as she returned.  
> "What's the matter with you?" the dragon inquired.<br> Mulan plopped down on her bedding with an enlightened look on her face.  
> "I think I am falling in love." <p>
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It was still dark when Liu felt a nudge on her toes. "Huh?" she said, as she sat up groggily from her sleep.  
> She heard Mulan's voice out of the darkness. "Liu, c'mon. The soldiers are moving out of Wu Zhong this morning, and so you'll have to go with me.<br> "Humph," Liu groaned. "Thanks for volunteering me. I'll catch up with you in a few hours," she said, then plopped back down and turned over.   
> Stealing a leaf from Mushu's book, Mulan yanked the covers right off of Liu. "We've got to go."<br> "It's too early," Liu said. "Can't I sleep in until noon?"  
> "We've got a lot to do today. We need to catch up with my family on its way to the Imperial City."<br> Muttering, Liu got dressed and threw her few possessions into her saddlebags. Once outside, she saw that Mulan already had Khan ready for the journey.  
> They saw a figure emerge from a nearby tent. The man was rubbing his eyes and growling. "What is going on here?"<br> Mulan recognized the voice as Chi Fu's. "Liu and I are preparing to leave."  
> "Preparing to leave? Whatever for?"<br> "We're joining the unit that's escorting the villagers to the Imperial City."  
> Chi Fu stood there, glaring at Mulan. "Who gave you permission?" <br> "I have permission from Shang--the general himself."  
> "Oh? I was never notified. And since he is not here to verify your claim, I deny your leave of absence."<br> Mulan was dumbfounded. "I'm telling you the truth!"  
> "Truth? From a woman?" Chi Fu sneered. He was about to return to his tent, when Liu intercepted him.<br> "You can't do this!"  
> "Oh?" said Chi Fu, surprised at her audacity. "I am second in command here, and I am second in rank only to the Emperor himself. Who are you?" He stiffened up and looked down at her. "End of discussion."<br> Liu was undeterred. "Don't you think she's worried about her family? Don't you think she wants to be with them?" Liu wound up for the final punch. "Don't you _think?_"  
> Chi Fu looked edgy. "That's not the point--"<br> Liu cut him off. "Look at what she's done for you. She saved your life. She saved the Emperor. And you treat her like she's not worth anything!"   
> "Sh-she's not worth anything. She's a woman," Chi Fu stammered. "Everyone knows that women are the weaker sex."<br> Liu grew livid. "So what does that make _you?_" she exclaimed. "Maybe Mulan doesn't say anything to defend herself with you because she could be court-martialed, but I am not subservient to you!"  
> Chi Fu squealed. "I--I could have you arrested. I'll have you both arrested!"<br> Liu threw up her hands and bellowed in his face. "Then arrest us! Arrest us! Now!"  
> Chi Fu turned pale and cowered. "You're . . . you're insane! A madwoman!"<br> "No. I'm just Mulan's friend, that's all. Right, Mulan?"  
> Mulan just blinked, dumbfounded.<br> "You're just a pathetic little pip-squeak," Liu snarled at Chi Fu, pushing him over with the back of her hand. "Get out of our way."  
> Liu jumped on her horse. "Come on, Mulan. Get on your horse, and let's go."<br> Shrugging, Mulan climbed onto Khan, and they galloped off, leaving behind a stunned and speechless Chi Fu.  
><br> Mulan and Liu galloped over the bridge out of Wu Zhong, just as the sun peeked over the eastern hills. Mulan led them both onto a trail that took them on a southward course.  
> Mulan shifted in her saddle. "We are taking a different trail than the one I traveled on yesterday, because Shang is blocking all other roads to the Imperial City."<br> Liu looked confused. "Isn't your family and the villagers north of here?"  
> Mulan nodded. "I'm going back to my home first," she said with determination. "I just need to know. . . what is left of it."<br> "Are you sure we won't be seen?"  
> Mulan ignored her question. "When we get to my house, I hope you forgive me if I cry," Mulan said.<br> Liu nodded sympathetically.  
><br> Forty-five minutes into their ride, Mulan abruptly slowed Khan to a trot. Liu raced ahead of Mulan, then, puzzled, turned her horse around and returned.  
> "What is it?"<br> Mulan didn't answer. She pulled Khan to a stop, and fixed her eyes on the horizon.  
> "Mulan, quit playing games--"<br> "Hush!"  
> Mulan quickly dismounted her horse, still staring at the trail. She stood there for a moment, listening intently. Then, with a grave look, whispered quickly to Liu.<br> "Liu, get off your horse!"  
> "Wha--?"<br> "Liu, you must not speak, and you must follow my every instruction. You must do everything as quickly and quietly as possible. Your life depends on it."  
> Liu gulped and jumped off her horse.<br> "Tie your horse with mine on that tree over there," Mulan continued. "Then run into the woods, and hide yourself under this sheet," she said, as she yanked out a tan piece of sackcloth from her saddlebags. "Lie face-down on the ground. Be completely still, and never look up."  
> In the distance, Liu could hear a thundering sound. And it was getting closer by the second.<br> Liu did as asked. Hurriedly, she pulled her mount to the side of the road. Amid the growing thunder, she fumbled with her horse's reins, and finally managed to tie her horse alongside Khan. Then, clutching the piece of cloth, sprinted into the woods, with Mulan running just behind her.  
> "Down!" Mulan shouted. Liu dove into the dirt, and with her heart thumping inside her chest, she covered herself with the sackcloth.<br> The thunder was now deafening.  
> Mulan herself dropped to the ground behind a large tree, and drew her sword. Sticking as close to the ground as possible, she peered around the tree. About ten seconds later, legions of gray mounted horsemen thundered past them.<br> Upon seeing the two riderless horses along the side of the road, the Huns stopped to investigate, and they dismounted. Dozens began to search the woods, with bows drawn. Mulan felt cold perspiration on her forehead. She turned around, and, pressing her back to the tree, she closed her eyes and held her breath.  
> One of the Huns on the road shouted to the others, and pointed to Khan. The other Huns, looking puzzled, withdrew from the woods. Mulan breathed a sigh of relief. The Huns were going to steal Khan, but at least Mulan's and Liu's lives were spared.<br> Mulan turned around and watched curiously as the Huns appeared to have a lengthy discussion about Khan. Some scratched their heads, and others seemed to offer suggestions.  
> Mulan was perplexed. Here was the mighty Hun army, who thought nothing of slaughtering entire villages. And now they were having trouble deciding whether to steal a couple of horses?<br> One of the Huns prodded Khan. Mulan's steed took offense and bucked the Hun in the rear. Rubbing his buttocks, the Hun cursed loudly at the horse, while the other Huns stood there laughing at him.  
> Finally, one of the Huns, who appeared to be a leader, shook his head at the others, and for some reason pointed down the road. The others nodded, and gave a couple of pats to Khan's flank. Then they mounted their own horses and abruptly galloped off. After a couple of minutes, the thunder of their horses' hooves faded to the north.<br> Mulan cautiously emerged from her hiding place. She looked over to Khan and the other horse, who were now munching grass, unmolested. She was completely bewildered.  
> "Liu, it's safe now."<br> Liu, poking her head from under the sackcloth, gave Mulan a sour look. "You didn't tell me the Huns were on this road."  
> "Er . . . sorry. It looks as though the Huns know the roads better than I thought."<br> And with that, Mulan realized that she had forgotten one of Sun-Tsu's most important principles: _never underestimate your enemy_.  
><br> Mulan and Liu galloped off towards Mulan's village. They rode for about five more minutes, when Mulan suddenly pulled Khan to a stop once again.  
> "Now what?"<br> "Shhh," Mulan said. This time she looked to the road behind them.   
> "Mulan, quit. You're giving me the creeps," Liu said. They waited and listened for a couple more minutes. All was still.<br> Liu shrugged. "See--no Huns this time."  
> With a doubtful look, Mulan glanced once more behind her, then started Khan on a course towards her village once again. <p>
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About a half hour later, the two women reached Mulan's village. Mulan turned around to Liu, gesturing her to follow her to her house. "Come on."  
> When Mulan reached the road leading to her house, she pulled Khan's reins until the steed halted. Mulan gave Liu a wistful glance, then slowly climbed down and walked toward the Fa family estate. With Khan's reins firmly in hand, Mulan clutched her hands tightly against her chest. Liu kept pace just behind her, looking sympathetically after her friend.<br> Mulan looked up. She saw the gray stone wall, and the gate still waving in the breeze as before. And the purple outline of her home.  
> Mulan gasped. "It--it's all right!"<br> Liu looked on, in disbelief.  
> Mulan turned around and smiled broadly to her. "The Huns--they didn't destroy it!" She threw down Khan's reins and ran to the front gate. "I don't believe it!"<br> She ran inside the front gate to see that everything was as it was when she left it the day before. She turned to Liu once again. "Look--it's all here!" she said breathlessly. "The house, the barn, the temple, the fence, all the walls! Nothing's been touched!"  
> Mulan saw beyond the pond that the Great Stone Dragon had been completely rebuilt and cleaned, and wondered for a moment how her father could have achieved this in so short a time. Come to think of it, wasn't it still broken the last time she was there--when she buried the family valuables? She was in such a hurry then, she took scant notice of it.<br> For a moment Mulan considered unearthing the valuables, but decided she would have more time once Shang's troops defeated the Huns and she returned home with her family. Smiling, Mulan mounted Khan, and she motioned to Liu to follow her into the village.  
><br> Mulan pulled Khan to a stop, and looked around. The deserted village had been ransacked. Piles of wood, cloth, and paper littered the streets. Several of the buildings had windows blown out, and their sides mutilated, as though the Huns had used them for some sort of target practice.  
> But even this amount of destruction was nothing compared to the devastation Mulan had seen in other villages. For the most part, Mulan's village was spared.<br> Mulan breathed a sigh of relief.  
><br> Mulan and Liu returned north to catch up with Mulan's family. They bypassed the spot where they had encountered the Huns. Mulan slowed Khan's pace, looking cautiously ahead for any sign of the Hun army. So far, all was clear, but Liu could tell that Mulan was concerned about something behind them.   
> "Mulan, you keep looking back," Liu said. "What's back there?" <br> Mulan kept silent. Then, finally, "It's nothing. I guess I'm just a little jumpy."  
> After a few more miles, Mulan again began to look uneasy. She pressed Khan to trot faster. "We should have caught up with the Huns by now. They must have skipped a rest and kept riding--towards the villagers and my family." They were now riding at a full gallop.<br> Liu quietly feared for her friend, and noticed that her horse could now just barely keep up with Mulan's, as Mulan was now prodding her horse to run at full speed. They kept up a very fast pace until Mulan saw the refugees in the distance. Mulan looked baffled.  
> "The villagers must have hidden while the Huns rode through here," Mulan said. "I hope everyone is all right."<br> Ten minutes later, Mulan found her family--who, surprisingly, seemed very calm.  
> "How did you manage to hide from the Huns today?" she asked her mother and father.<br> Fa Li looked puzzled. "Huns? Today?" She looked at her husband.   
> "We didn't see any Huns today," Fa Zhou said, shrugging. Grandma Fa nodded in agreement.<br> "I don't understand," Mulan said. "Liu and I saw them on the road just to the south of here not more than a few hours ago--heading this way."   
> "They never reached us."<br> Mulan was worried. Too many strange things seemed to be happening. "They can't just vanish into thin air."  
> "You know the Huns are masters of stealth, Mulan," her father said. "One moment you'll be marching along, thinking you're safe. Then, out of nowhere, they'll swoop down on you by the thousands in a gigantic ambush." <br> Mulan nodded, remembering Shan-Yu's ambush at the Tung-Shao Pass the previous spring.  
> "Good heavens!" Grandmother Fa exclaimed. "Could they swoop down on us here?"<br> "They could," Mulan said. "But their ultimate goal is the Emperor. And the way we're going is out of the way of the Tung-Shao Pass, which is the only way the Huns know how to get to the Imperial City."  
> Mulan smiled. "It's all right, Grandma. In just a short while we'll be on another trail, where our biggest worry will be highway robbers, and we have enough protection against that."<br> Liu looked skeptical. "Oh? With Ling in there? Now I really feel safe!"  
> Mulan chuckled to herself. In spite of her sarcasm, There was something about the way Liu said that--indicating Ling meant more to Liu than she'd admit.<br> "Yeah. Ling," Mulan said. "Along with Chien-Po and Yao, and twenty soldiers from Wu Zhong, each armed with swords and bows. There is also a cart with half a dozen cannons. That is more than enough to keep away robbers."  
> "I don't see Yao, Chien-Po or any of the soldiers," Liu said. "For that matter, most of the villagers are missing. Where did everybody go?" <br> Mulan's family looked around, puzzled that nearly all of the carts had been abandoned. Mulan then noticed that a huge crowd had gathered on one side of the camp.  
> "What in the world--?"<br> Little Brother jumped off Fa Zhou's cart, barked excitedly, then raced to the middle of the crowd. Mulan and Liu chased after Little Brother, who by this time had climbed upon a tall crate, and was now panting and sitting up in a begging pose. Mulan stopped at the edge of the crowd and burst out laughing.   
> Little Brother had parked himself next to the most popular person in the camp. There stood Chien-Po, wearing an apron and chef's hat, spatula in one hand, spoon in the other, standing over a huge sizzling wok. He was tossing out gourmet dishes to the eager crowd as quickly as he cooked them.<br> Yao, in the middle of the crowd, looked over to Mulan. "Hey, Mulan! You've got to try the greatest Egg Foo Young in the world--right here!" he said, drooling.  
> Mulan grinned. "Better than a knuckle sandwich?"<br> Yao was about to answer, when he raised up his bowl to catch another Egg Foo Young patty, and promptly devoured it.  
> Ling walked up to Liu, offering her a bite from his chopsticks. "Sesame chicken?" he asked.<br> Liu looked at him coquettishly. "Thank you." She took his bowl, as she was not about to engage in the intimate act of being fed by him. She turned and strutted away, leaving Ling with a hurt look and a single piece of chicken on his chopsticks.  
> Ling turned to Mulan, crestfallen. "Maybe Liu isn't the girl for me."<br> "Why do you say that?"  
> Ling shrugged. "She--she's not at all what I thought she was." <br> Mulan chuckled. "Doesn't her eyes shine like stars?"  
> "Yeah, but--"<br> "Isn't she paler than the moon?"  
> "Yeah, but--"<br> "Well, there you are. The girl of your dreams."  
> Ling shook his head. "But . . . she . . ."<br> "Has a brain and always speaks her mind?"  
> "Yeah. That's it."<br> "Well, Ling, then you're the luckiest man on earth. You've found a girl who is paler than the moon, with eyes that shine like stars _and_ who has a brain!" She smiled.  
> "But--she doesn't like me."<br> "Are you sure of that?"  
> "Well, she doesn't act like it."<br> Mulan paused, in thought. "I wouldn't give up just yet. Do you like her?"  
> "Oh, yeah. A lot."<br> "Then hang in there. I have the feeling she'll come around." She smiled again. "I may look like a man, but I still have a woman's intuition."   
><br> After lunch, the villagers and their escort was on its way, on its final leg to the Imperial City. As she prepared to depart with the others, Mulan looked down and saw her dragon Guardian and his cricket friend on the ground below her.  
> Mushu waved up to Mulan. "Hey--remember me? Boy, are you ever elusive. How am I supposed to protect you when you're wandering all over the Empire?"<br> Mulan just looked down to him and smiled. Mushu and Cri-Kee jumped up to join her.  
> "Coming in to the home stretch, eh?" Mushu asked.<br> "Yeah, it won't be long now. We should reach the Imperial City within a couple of hours. I'll be relieved when it's all over."  
> "Looks as though your friend Shang has matters pretty well under control. I can't wait to see the Huns' butts get kicked again. Too bad they didn't really need you, eh?"<br> Mulan frowned. "Of course they need me. What I'm doing now is important, too."  
> Mushu climbed upon Mulan's shoulder. "Yeah, well . . . it looks like I won't be making you a war hero like last time," he sighed. "Still, it's been fun. At least you didn't get yourself killed."<br> Mulan grinned. "I didn't do this to be a hero."  
> "No--but it doesn't hurt my cause any for you to be a hero again," Mushu said with a wink.<br> Without thinking, Mulan reached under her sash and pulled out some old flower petals. She stared down at them. They were from the flower her father gave her long ago, when she left her home with Shang. She had completely forgotten about it. Mulan pondered over the withered petals for a moment, then shook her head and stuffed them back under her sash.  
><br> Shang was waiting for the Huns at the Tung-Shao Pass. Chi Fu had arrived a short time earlier with the Wu Zhong recruits. With the added reinforcements, the defensive position at the Tung-Shao Pass was now nearly invincible.  
> Shang looked up, puzzled. Arriving over the hill towards Shang was a huge entourage. These were definitely not the Huns who were approaching his fortifications at the Tung-Shao Pass.<br> "These aren't Mulan's villagers, are they?" Shang asked Chi Fu.   
> Chi Fu humphed. "It might as well be. I could just imagine that woman bringing everyone up here. But no. By the looks of it, this is a supply caravan from the west, on its way to the Imperial City."<br> Shang chortled. "Supply caravan? Oh no . . . they weren't supposed to be here until next week!"  
> Shang rode out to the huge approaching train to order them back, but when he reached the first wagons, he was overwhelmed by dozens of confused people asking all sorts of questions about why the Pass looked different than usual. And still the caravan plodded forward.<br> There were a hundred head of cattle, and just as many sheep, ten cartloads of firework rockets, fifteen cartloads of rice, and dozens of various cartloads of people, fowl, fruit and merchants' items. The site of one of Mulan's greatest triumphs was now the scene of silly chaos.  
> Dozens of carts rolled around aimlessly in the snow. Some of the sheep had fallen into the horse traps. They were unhurt, but they were difficult to pull out. Some of the oxen roamed free and stampeded over the army tents. <br> Shang slapped his forehead and shook his head. "I don't believe this!" 
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It was getting to be late afternoon now, and Mulan was leading the refugees through the Beifang Pass.  
> Beifang Pass was quite different from the Tung-Shao Pass. The Beifang Pass was very narrow, only about twelve paces wide, flanked by snowless rocky cliffs. After a very long hike, Mulan, the Gang of Three, her handful of troops, and the refugees crossed a narrow footbridge into a valley, where the west wall of the Imperial City lay before them--about three-fourths of a mile away, and the highlands at the Tung-Shao Pass were seen off to their right. <br> The Gang of Three walked along gleefully, as the sight of the great city walls loomed ever closer.  
> When they reached the city walls, and were nearing the gates, Yao called to the soldiers, Liu, and the villagers. He climbed on top of a cart, and addressed the crowd.<br> "We're almost finished with our long journey. There--beyond those walls, is your sanctuary." The crowd applauded.  
> Yao continued, proudly. "As I speak, General Li Shang's forces are defeating the Huns." he said, amid loud "oohs" from the crowd.<br> "But before we reach the city and disband," Yao said, "we've got to thank everyone who got us here. First, Chien-Po, our Master Chef."  
> Chien-Po stepped up onto the cart, and waved to the cheering crowd. <br> "Then there's our very own Ling, and his girlfriend, Liu!"  
> "Girlfriend?" Liu exclaimed. But before she knew it, Ling had taken her by the hand and pulled her onto the cart with him.<br> Ling smiled sheepishly to the crowd, not quite knowing what to do.  
> "Kiss her, Ling," Yao said, aside.<br> "Huh?"  
> "Yeah, go ahead and kiss her," Chien-Po encouraged.<br> The crowd, overhearing, joined in. "A kiss! A kiss!" they all chanted.  
> Ling, embarrassed, looked apologetically to Liu.<br> Liu gave Ling an annoyed look for a moment. Then she straightened up and smiled.  
> "Oh," she said, "what the hell . . ."<br> And, as soon as she said that, she planted a big one on Ling's lips. Ling's eyes popped out. The crowd was in an uproar.  
> Ling looked at her, quizzically.<br> "You're an idiot, Ling!" she said. "Just an idiot!"  
> "Oh," Ling said, his smile fading.<br> "But who says I could never love an idiot?"  
> Ling looked at her for a moment, puzzled. She smiled brightly at him. He grinned broadly, and, hand-in-hand, they waved to the cheering crowd. Mulan beamed.<br> Yao grinned. "And, of course, we must thank China's greatest hero, our very own Captain Fa Mulan!"  
> Mulan was greeted with a wild ovation that lasted for ten minutes. She couldn't believe it--these were the same townspeople she thought despised her. When Mulan looked down and saw tears in her mother's and father's eyes, she had to fight her own tears.<br> Chien-Po helped Mulan onto the cart.  
> "Speech!" she heard shouted from the crowd.<br> She shook her head and turned to Yao. "I don't know what to say. I've never given a speech before."  
> "Be at peace with yourself," Chien-Po said.<br> "And remember, you're among friends now," Mushu said, looking up to her and smiling proudly.  
> Mulan smiled back to him, then turned around to address the crowd. <br> "I--I can't believe I've come this far," Mulan said. "All this started when I took my father's place in the Imperial Army. It was the only way I could save him. He's here right now, by the way--right over there. Hi, Baba!"  
> The crowd laughed, and Fa Zhou waved.<br> Mulan smiled and continued. "Later, I came to realize that I also wanted to do something that I could do well--and be proud of it."  
> She looked out to them. "Remember this, all of you. Do whatever it is that you know in your heart is your calling, and honor will naturally follow."<br> Mulan looked down to her family, and then over to her friends. "Even then, I had a lot of help along the way. Without Shang, Chien-Po, Yao, Ling, and Liu, I would never have accomplished any of this."  
> "For the longest time, I wondered what having a true friend would be like." She looked over to them again. "Now I know."<br> She looked down to Mushu and Cri-Kee. "And where would I be without you two?"  
> Mushu and Cri-Kee sighed and blushed.<br> Mulan gleamed. Another chapter in her life was coming to a close, and she would soon be home with her family again.  
> She addressed the crowd again. "Once everyone gets to the city, we . . ."<br> Mulan abruptly stopped.  
> Liu looked at Mulan, totally confused. Mulan looked as though she was suddenly ill. "Mulan, are you all right? Mulan!"<br> The Gang was frightened. There was something terribly wrong with their friend. She just stood, staring out beyond the crowd.  
> Mulan just moaned sorrowfully. "No . . . no . . .," she kept repeating. "It . . . it can't be," she lamented.<br> "What--?"  
> Liu looked over to where Mulan was staring, and shrieked in terror. <br> The gigantic Hun army was crossing the bridge from the Beifang Pass, and pouring into the valley.  
> The Gang of Three stood in awe.<br> Mushu nearly fainted. "Oh, no. No. This is definitely not in the battle plan."  
> The Huns kept coming endlessly--dozens, then hundreds, then thousands. They fanned out across the entire northwest end of the valley.<br> Mulan's grandmother gasped, and quickly began saying prayers to her ancestors.  
> "To the city!" Mulan cried to the villagers. Terrified screams filled the air as the villagers ran to the city gates. Panicked, they pushed their carts along with every bit of strength they could muster.<br> At least the villagers were within four hundred paces of the city gates. But only twenty foot soldiers in the field and a few dozen guards inside the Imperial City were on hand to stand against the entire Hun army.  
> Ling pushed Liu's cart along. "Hurry. Get to the city now! I have to stay here." As Liu's cart rolled away from him, Ling stood as he saw the distinctly worried expression upon Liu's face as it faded into the distance. <br> Mulan swallowed hard as she looked pitifully at her band of defenders. Maybe they could make a stand--just long enough for help to arrive in the form of Shang and the Cantonese archers.  
> "Mushu!" Mulan called to her Guardian. "Go to Shang at the Tung-Shao Pass. Tell him we need help--<span>now<span>."  
> Mushu hoped that this would be his chance, finally, to prove that he could act selflessly. Mushu saluted Mulan. "Let's go, Cri-Kee." They boarded a nearby box kite, caught a stiff breeze from the north, and took off towards the mountains.<br> Mulan gathered with her handful of soldiers and told them her plan. They nodded silently, and took defensive positions. The soldiers watched nervously as the Huns' horse archers dismounted and prepared to fire upon them.   
><br> Shang had finally restored order at the Tung-Shao Pass, and he ordered the citizens' carts and livestock to settle in just to the edge of his fortifications. He noticed a box kite flying up the slope from the Imperial City. Off of it tumbled Mushu and Cri-Kee.  
> "General Shang! General Shang!" Mushu cried. "I have an urgent message from Mulan--she is in great danger!"<br> "Who--or what--are you?" Chi Fu exclaimed, seeing Mushu.  
> "No time to explain. Just trust me when I say I'm a friend."<br> Chi Fu was about to say something, when Shang waved his hand. "What happened to Mulan?" Shang asked.  
> "The Huns went around you--they followed Mulan down that other trail and they're about to attack the Imperial City now. And Mulan is trapped down there."<br> Alarmed, Shang turned quickly to look down into the valley.  
><br> The Huns discharged their first volley of arrows at Mulan's unit. Suddenly, the bright blue afternoon sky turned dark over Mulan's troops as a cloud of arrows hovered above them.  
> "Down!" cried Mulan, and her men dropped to the ground and hid themselves under their shields, just as the arrows poured down all around them. <br> The Huns shot another volley at the small band of defenders, so they had to stay hidden under their shields. Mulan glanced from under her shield to see that the Huns' lancemen were marching into position. They were moving in for the kill.  
> The Imperial City was in sheer panic. Word was spreading of the imminent Hun onslaught, and so the townsfolk ran desperately to their homes, and locked themselves inside behind tightly bolted doors and windows. Mulan's mother shuddered in fright as she watched the huge iron doors of the Palace slam shut. The hapless refugees had to fend for themselves.<br> Tears filled Mulan's eyes. She couldn't help thinking that all this was a result of her carelessness: the Huns had followed her on the road and on through the Beifang Pass. She now realized that it was too late to expect help to arrive, and her men did little good by merely cowering under their shields.   
> "Men, up!" she shouted. "We're going to fire back! Grab the cannons!" <br> The others scrambled to the handful of cannons on the cart. Mulan untied Khan's harness from the cart, and mounted her horse.  
> The others aimed the cannons the best they could while dodging arrows, but they discharged the cannons in such haste, their aim was haphazard and ineffective.<br> What they heard next made their hair stand on end. The deafening war cry from the Hun army--thousands of voices at once--filled the air.  
> The bulk of the Mongolian force charged, five thousand strong, in a mad stampede. They were not far, now--perhaps a half mile away. Meanwhile, the Hun archers continued to pour arrows into the Imperial ranks.<br> Mulan's comrades were good at dodging arrows, but this was not the shower of arrows they faced from Shan-Yu's men at the Tung-Shao Pass. This time the shafts came down like a rainstorm. One arrow struck Yao in the shoulder pad, and he fell to the ground, yelling. Another stuck in Chien-Po's breastplate, and he threw down his helmet and grabbed at the arrow. Another arrow ripped across Ling's shin guard with such force, it twirled him around and sent him sprawling. Mulan sat on her steed, grief-stricken, as she watched her friends fall, one by one. The cannons were exhausted, and the few defenders that remained were now scattering in disarray.  
> <em>It's all over<em>, Mulan thought. _China will fall in a few short minutes. All of my friends will die and the Emperor will be executed. My family, if they survive at all, will live forever in dishonor. And it will be all my fault! _  
> She thought that if she were to die, at least she could die with a little bit of honor. Sobbing quietly, Mulan leaned over and gave Khan a farewell hug.<br> Then she suddenly straightened up.  
> Mulan yanked her reins sideways, steered Khan straight toward the heart of the Mongolian attack, and charged.<br> Blinded by tears, her teeth clenched, her heart pounding, she charged alone. She could hear the shriek of the volley of arrows as they zipped past her ears. But neither she nor Khan had yet been struck, so Mulan, emboldened, lowered her head and pressed forward.  
> Mulan remembered how she once assailed her father when he said he would die for honor. Remembering her angry words to him stung Mulan now, as much as her salty tears stung her cheeks.<br> With an extra kick from his rider to drive him on, Khan doubled his gait.  
> The Huns balked for a moment, astonished at the lone figure rushing toward them in what they thought was surely a suicide attack.<br> Fa Mulan rode on.  
> From his prone position, Ling called out to Yao and Chien-Po. "Are you all right?"<br> "Yeah," Yao said. "The arrows didn't pierce our armor."  
> Ling looked up and spied Mulan ahead of him, and he scrambled to alert the others. They all tried in vain to call Mulan back.<br> "Come on, we've got to help!" Yao shouted to the others.  
> Yao grimly noted that this time there was no snow-covered mountain to bury the enemy in an avalanche.<br> The Gang of Three ran toward the woman on horseback.  
><br> Some of the guards positioned on the walls of the Imperial City witnessed the battle in progress outside. One of the guards heard the Gang's shouting--he thought he heard something about Mulan. Looking carefully at the charging soldier in the distance, the guard recognized Mulan.  
> "Look! It's Mulan!" he shouted to some other guards nearby. The other guards immediately peered over to the direction the first guard was pointing. <br> Some of the other soldiers stationed on the city walls began shouting. For a moment they wondered why Mulan was charging towards the Huns, but then they rushed towards the city gate to join the other soldiers outside. Fa Zhou listened carefully, trying to discern what the yelling was about. He grabbed his cane, stood up, and limped up the steps to the top of the city walls.  
> "It's Mulan! It's Mulan!" the guards echoed, their numbers increasing. A few townspeople poked their heads out their doors to see what the commotion was about. The guards began to leave their posts in greater numbers to run out the city gates in Mulan's direction. The townsfolk, emptying into the streets, began to join in the shouting.<br> Fa Zhou looked over the side of the city walls, watched his daughter riding alone toward the massed Huns, and gasped in horror.  
><br> So too did Li Shang. The young General, positioned about a mile away at the Tung-Shao Pass, recognized the person with the green armor and black horse charging toward the enemy. He watched helplessly. Although Shang's archers and cannons were at a higher altitude than the Huns, they were still well out of range. And Shang could not march his men forward in time to save the Imperial City, the Emperor, or Mulan.  
> Mushu gulped. He was nowhere near Mulan to protect her. Although he could see some guards rush out the city gates to aid Mulan, they were still hopelessly outnumbered.<br> "It's all over!" Chi Fu cried. "Nothing can save the Emperor now!"   
> "If we had a tower full of fireworks, I could get rid of those Huns like I got rid of Shan-Yu," Mushu said.<br> "Well, we have fireworks--tons of them," Shang said, gesturing to the fireworks carts.  
> "Good luck trying to get all the Huns to come up here and into those carts," Chi Fu snorted. "We're doomed . . . and all because of that woman!" <br> "If only we could bring the fireworks to _them_," Mushu sighed.   
> "Nah. Even if we fired all those rockets at them at once, it would do nothing," Chi Fu said.<br> Shang sighed. He looked at the carts, and then over to his archers.   
> "Wait a minute . . ."<br> Shang remembered the archery tournament at the training camp. "Mulan's idea just might work," he said.  
> "What?"<br> "We _can_ use the fireworks!" Shang said.  
> Chi Fu was skeptical. "A foot-long rocket is harmless."<br> Shang's eyes narrowed in thought. "But a rocket-boosted arrow is another matter."  
> He whipped around. "Unload those rockets from the carts!" Shang shouted to his men. "There's not a moment to lose!" <p>
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The entire Imperial City was now stirring. There were thousands in the streets, calling out Mulan's name and running to the gates. Men, women, and even children grabbed crude weapons as the ran from their homes. Guard soldiers broke open the Imperial arsenals and tossed out cannons and pikes to citizens as they rushed past. People mounted every horse that was available, and charged in Mulan's direction.  
> Liu saw the military equipment available, and nodded at the opportunity. "Well, I'm not just going to stand around," Liu told Mulan's family. "Not while she needs my help."<br> Fa Li gave her husband a knowing glance, as they watched Liu quickly strap on a suit of armor, grab a sword, and run out of the city with the throngs.   
><br> Meanwhile, Shang's men were ready to fire, rockets fastened securely onto their arrows.  
> "Light the fuses!" Shang called, and the men did as ordered.<br> Shang shouted out the second command. "Loose the arrows!"  
> The Imperial archers loosed twenty-two hundred arrows at once at the attacking Huns. As one by one the rocket boosters ignited, the arrows soared, and sailed into the Huns' ranks.<br> The Huns froze. They could not even see where these arrows were coming from, let alone strike back at whoever was sending them.  
> Mulan, caught off-guard, watched as arrows flew over her head and onward toward the Mongolians. She pulled Khan to a halt and looked behind her. She shuddered at what appeared to be a mammoth dark carpet crawling along the ground towards her from the city. She blinked, realizing that it was not a carpet at all: it was people--tens of thousands of them--rushing in her direction. <br> As they caught up with Mulan's comrades, the city townsfolk handed supplies and weapons to the Gang of Three and the other men. Receiving waves of fresh cannons from inside the city, Yao, Ling, and Chien-Po shot shell after shell at the Huns with deadly accuracy.  
><br> This Hun army was the most formidable enemy to yet march on China's soil, but now even they were overwhelmed. Fifty thousand frenzied citizens were now rushing straight at them, and hundreds of rocket-powered arrows rained upon them every second. The army that appeared only minutes before to be inevitable conquerors was now being routed.  
> The Mongolian morale collapsed. Watching the lone green-armored figure upon the black stallion charging straight at them, followed by a sea of humanity, while arrows flew, unanswered, into their ranks, was too much for them. They threw down their swords, bows, quivers, shields--anything they carried--and ran. Their mounted horsemen turned their animals around and retreated at full speed.<br> The Huns' earlier confidence in victory proved to be their undoing. There was only one retreat--back through the extremely narrow Beifang Pass. Thousands of desperate Mongol warriors fought with each other to escape through the bottleneck. The small bridge to the Pass collapsed under the sheer weight of them, and dozens of men and horses stumbled into the water. Trampling over one another, they clogged the entrance to the Pass, cutting off the last hope for safety for any of them. Panic turned into mayhem.  
> Shang watched as the masses from the city pursued the Huns. "Hold your fire!" he shouted to his archers.<br> The Cantonese archers rested on their bows and, astounded, watched as the tide of battle turned.  
> Mushu jumped up and down. "Woo hoo hoo, baby!" He slapped high-fives with Cri-Kee.<br> "I'm going down there," Shang called to his men. "You come too, Chi Fu."  
> "Hey, can we hitch a ride?" Mushu grinned.<br> "Hop on."  
> Shang mounted his horse, Mushu and Cri-Kee jumped on behind him, and, with Chi Fu following on his own horse, galloped at full speed toward the valley.<br>  
> Like a great ocean tidal wave, the multitudes engulfed the Huns and simply washed them away.<br> Before they were swept away by the Chinese crowd, a few remaining Hun archers fired a sprinkle of random shots. As the people rushed past her, Mulan shouted out directions to them, lifting her sword high in the air. At that moment a Hun archer fired a shot--one of the last from the Mongols. It was a chance shot, but it scored a direct hit on Mulan, under her raised right arm. The arrow slammed into Mulan's right side, split her leather armor, and buried deep inside her chest cavity. Clutching her side, Mulan dropped her sword and fell off Khan.  
> The last of the once-mighty Hun army was overrun by the Chinese masses, and every last remaining Hun was captured. It was all over.<br> Yao, Ling, and Chien-Po pushed through the crowd that had encircled the person bleeding on the ground. Their hearts stopped as they watched their beloved friend rock back and forth, pulling her hair in intense pain. Tears flowing from her eyes, Mulan fought to keep from screaming. Chien-Po cradled Mulan's head in his lap while Yao pushed a wad of cloth into her mouth for her to bite on. Ling and Liu ran to the city to find a doctor.  
> A few minutes later, Shang arrived with Mushu and Cri-Kee. Upon seeing Chien-Po and Yao, they all jumped off the horse excitedly.<br> "Wow, did you see that?" Shang exclaimed. "They just blew the Huns away!"  
> "Just socked it to 'em, baby!" Mushu shouted with glee.<br> "And the arrows!" Shang continued. "I'd never believe it if I didn't see--"  
> He stopped cold. He saw Yao's and Chien-Po's expressions, and then saw Mulan lay before him.<br> "Mulan!"  
> Shang dropped to his knees next to her. Mushu and Cri-Kee sat, stunned.<br> "Set up a tent here for her!" Shang ordered, and some of the soldiers began constructing a makeshift tent above their heads.  
> Shang looked at Mulan in horror. She cracked a weak smile. "Sorry," she whispered wryly. "I mean, sorry you had to see that," she said, then laughed feebly.<br> Shang gulped. He remembered those words. They were the first Mulan ever said to him. He took Mulan's hand and squeezed it.  
> Mushu gasped. He was sent to protect Mulan, and now his mission was a disaster.<br> Cri-Kee, looking worried, chattered something to Mushu.  
> "Save her life?" Mushu said. "I don't have that kind of power." Mushu suddenly felt very small and helpless.<br> He turned to Cri-Kee. "This can't be happening. If Mulan dies . . ."  
> He couldn't finish. It was unthinkable. <p>
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The orange sunset was fading, and darkness began to fall on the Imperial City.  
> China had again achieved a glorious victory, but tonight there was no celebration. Its greatest hero had fallen.<br>  
> Mulan coughed, and blood filled her mouth. Although the arrow had missed her heart, Mulan was gravely wounded. There was little the doctor could do, except to carefully pull the arrow shaft out of Mulan's body, pack the wound with vinegar-soaked bandages, and pray.<br>  
> Running from the Imperial City, Mulan's family rushed to her side. Mulan looked over to all her friends and family, who stood with sorrowful faces. She tried to sit up, but found she was now too weak. She closed her eyes while she gnashed her teeth from the pain. Her father held her.<br> "Stay with me, Baba."  
> "Yes," Fa Zhou said softly. "Always."<br> Mulan could tell by the looks of the faces around her that hope was fading for her. "Please--take me home."  
> They nodded to each other, understanding she didn't want to die here--in a lonely field by the Imperial City.<br> Yao brought Fa Zhou's ox-driven cart to them, and he and the other two of the Gang gently lifted Mulan onto it. Fa Li climbed into the cart and held her daughter's head in her lap. Shang fashioned a makeshift pillow out of bundles of clothing, and tenderly covered Mulan with a soft blanket. Mushu and Cri-Kee hid among the straw in the cart. Liu, sobbing, sat on the cart, next to her friend.  
> Mulan's father mounted Khan, and sat, proud and tall, on the back of the family stallion.<br> The cart, Mulan's family, her friends, and a crowd of onlookers began a silent procession down the road.  
> Shang glared down from his horse to Chi Fu, who, standing at the side of the road, appeared not about to join the entourage.<br> "Aren't you coming with us?" Shang demanded.  
> "The Emperor needs me. I can't leave him now," Chi Fu said sheepishly. <br> Shang was indignant. "After all she's done for us--done for _you_, and this is your thanks. I should have known better than to expect more from the likes of you."  
> Shang turned his reins and galloped off.<br> The Emperor's Counsel stood alone in the cold wind. The wiry man reflected for a moment.  
> The humble cart passed by. Chi Fu took off his hat and quietly bowed to Mulan.<br> He had never voluntarily bowed to a woman before.  
><br> The cart slowly bumped its way through the night, back to Mulan's village. Thousands of lantern-bearing citizens from the city followed the cart on its sad journey through the darkness. Hundreds of soldiers braved the long walk so they could be with their Great Heroine to the end.  
> Mulan's wound bled slowly through the night, and she grew weaker with each passing hour.<br> It was still dark when the cart arrived at Mulan's house.  
> Grandma Fa, bearing her lantern, walked to the family temple for prayer. Ling, Chien-Po and Yao dismounted and prepared to lift Mulan from the cart. Fa Zhou pushed them away, and threw his crutch to the ground.<br> Summoning all his strength, Mulan's father lifted her from the cart. He turned around, and, with his daughter in his arms, he limped, one step at a time, toward the house. With each step, Mulan's father gritted his teeth from the grueling pain in his leg. But he never stopped.  
> Fa Zhou stumbled and fell to his knees, and he let out a mournful cry.<br> "Please let me help . . . ," Shang said, about to lift Mulan from Fa Zhou's arms.  
> Fa Zhou closed his eyes and clenched his teeth. "Let me carry . . . <em>my daughter!<em>"  
> He stood up, grieving. "My only child . . ."<br> Cradling her in his arms, he staggered the rest of the way to Mulan's room, and gently laid her in her bed by the window.  
> "Mulan?" her father whispered.<br> She was sleeping quietly.  
> Fa Zhou pulled the covers over her dying body, knelt down, and wept.<br>  
> This scene was too much to bear, even for Mushu. The little dragon pulled himself away from the house, with Cri-Kee following, and made his way in the darkness through the garden, toward the Fa family temple. He watched as Grandma Fa tearfully finished her prayers and headed back to the house.<br> It began to rain.  
> Inside the small temple, Mushu could see the First Ancestor's specter looking toward the house across the garden. Mushu expected the Ancestor to rail at him.<br> "Look, I know what you're going to say," Mushu said, almost in tears. "I was supposed to protect her, and I blew it. All right then, I blew it. I know I will spend eternity as gong-master, but isn't there anything that can be done for Mulan now?"  
> The Great Ancestor was surprisingly calm. He, too, was grief-stricken. "You helped bring great honor to her and her family."<br> He looked at Mushu for a moment. "Greater honor than anyone in China," the Ancestor said.  
> The First Ancestor looked back toward the house, with a resigned expression on his face. "You did everything you could, Mushu. Whatever happens now is out of your hands. There is nothing that can be done unless someone offers a great sacrifice."<br> Mushu was relieved to learn he was not demoted, but otherwise the Ancestor's words gave him little consolation. With Cri-Kee chattering sadly at his side, the dragon slowly wandered through the garden in the predawn darkness, and stopped at the base of the magnolia tree by the pond. The tree, still bare for the winter, was dripping raindrops, and all of its flowers lay dead at Mushu's feet.  
> Mushu sat, in despair.<br> Then he was struck with a thought. He went back to the family temple, and, looking up sadly, spoke to the First Ancestor again.  
> "Look, I'm willing to make you a deal." <p>
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Fa Li lit candles and incense around Mulan's bedside, and knelt by her daughter, holding her hand. The flickering candles cast dancing shadows around the dark, quiet room.  
> Khan looked through the window to where Mulan lay dying, and nickered sadly. Little Brother whimpered softly, pushed his nose under Mulan's limp hand, and nestled under her arm. Mulan, stirring a little, slowly stroked the little dog's head a few times, then closed her eyes again.<br> Everyone looked expectantly to Grandmother Fa as she entered the room. They hoped that what she said about the Ancestors was true, and that just maybe she could arrange for a miracle. But Grandma Fa looked to the others and slowly shook her head. She wanted to offer a sacrifice to the Ancestors, as she had for her husband many years ago, but there was nothing of value left in the house.  
> All of Mulan's friends and family kept vigil by Mulan's bedside, and thousands gathered in the streets of the village with lanterns and candles, waiting silently for the final grim news.<br> Liu collapsed in tears, and Ling knelt over her with his arm around her for comfort. Yao turned away and stood at the doorway, and noticed that he, too, was crying. All was silent, except for Chien-Po's quiet humming of an ancient chant.  
> Shang watched as Mulan's breathing grew shallow and her face pale. She seemed to be at peace.<br> Studying her face, he silently blamed himself--rational or not--for not coming to her aid sooner. And for not being closer to Mulan. He knew she wanted closeness from him.  
> Shang remembered the time he first saw her--when he thought she was a "he." Shang remembered befriending Ping, and how grateful he was when Ping consoled him when his father died. He remembered how Ping saved his life at the Tung-Shao Pass. He remembered how Mulan saved the Emperor, and how Shang returned Fa Zhou's helmet just so he could see her again. He remembered riding next to her again, and that first kiss in the moonlight. He remembered that courageous woman charging alone against the entire Hun army. Shang began to get choked up.<br> He was now realizing how very special Mulan was to him. And at any moment now, she would be gone.  
> Shang had seen death many times before. But not even his own father's death crushed him in the way this scene did. The broad-shouldered veteran stood by Mulan's family, with his face in his hands. Fa Li held him, and they wept together. Defeated and exhausted with grief, they all sank to their knees. For all at once, they had lost a daughter, a best friend, a sweetheart, and the greatest warrior China had ever known.<br>  
> The first light of dawn appeared on the horizon.<br> At that very moment, Mulan's wound stopped bleeding.  
><br> Chien-Po was the first to notice. He was still murmuring a chant when he looked over to Mulan. He sadly figured the bleeding ceased because Mulan's heart had stopped beating. But when he looked closer, he saw that Mulan was still breathing. He stopped chanting and motioned to Shang. Shang, Ling, and Liu looked up from their grieving.  
> The rain had stopped, and beams of the dawn's first sunlight shone between the clouds. It illuminated Mulan's face, and reflected off her white satin sheets, creating a golden glow around the room.<br> Yao peered in through the doorway. Mulan's color seemed to return to her cheeks. Everyone, with their mouths wide, stood amazed at the miracle they were witnessing. Fa Zhou sat up from his kneeling position, and Fa Li turned around, wide-eyed.  
> Grandma Fa ran to the garden. The sky was clearing. The silhouette of the magnolia tree could be seen against the brightening dawn sky. Amid the barren limbs of the magnolia tree appeared a tiny new bud, upon the very branch--the very spot--from where the late-blooming flower had once fallen.<br> Breathlessly, Grandma Fa ran to the family temple. "You did this! Didn't you? Didn't you? Oh, thank you, thank you, O Ancestors!" Grandma Fa exclaimed.   
> There was no response.<br> All that Grandma could see was Cri-Kee sitting alone on the stone floor, crying. She stared at Cri-Kee as he lay there sobbing. The little guy looked as though he was saying farewell to a friend. 

17. 

Within a few weeks Mulan was healthy enough to walk from her bed. For a time, her family feared that the wound might infect Mulan, but there was never an infection, and so her recovery continued to progress. Still, she needed help to walk to the dining table or the garden. At times, even a trip to the dinner table was a painful undertaking. But her parents were always there for comfort. Grandmother, too.  
><br> Although Shang couldn't suspend his duties as general, he granted Yao, Ling, and Chien-Po a special leave of absence so they could watch Mulan's progress during the times he was away. They hired a modest shack down the road from the Fa residence, bartering for the rent with the local farmer. Liu was invited to stay at the Fa home until Mulan completely recovered. Liu slept in Mulan's room, and was her close companion during her recovery. Whenever pain kept Mulan awake at night, Liu would talk to her and cheer her. They had lengthy talks about guys. It became clear to Mulan that Liu thought about Ling all the time. As often as possible, Liu would sneak down the road to spend time with her new boyfriend.  
><br> Shang was now coming by more and more often, saying he just wanted to check Mulan's progress so he could report it to the Emperor. Mulan smiled. She could see through Shang's charade--she knew he cared about her and wanted to see her. Though she was still weak and very sore, Mulan was always anxious for Shang's visits and his tender kisses.  
> After sharing dinner, Shang would help Mulan walk to the garden, and sit with her on the bench under the shade of the magnolia tree. There they would spend quiet afternoons together holding hands, until it was time for Shang to go home.<br>  
> Shang came over for another afternoon dinner.<br> Mulan wore a pretty casual dress, and because she still easily felt chilled, she wrapped herself in a blanket while they sat together on the bench. On this day, two months into her recovery, Mulan had something interesting to tell Shang.  
> "Chi Fu surprised me yesterday. He personally delivered a message from the Imperial City."<br> Shang was incredulous. "Chi Fu did _that?_"  
> Mulan smiled and nodded. "Yes. And he was actually very nice to me!"<br> "Come to think of it, he hasn't said a bad thing about you since the battle at the Imperial City," Shang said. "He's a whole new person."  
> Mulan continued. "The message was from the Emperor. He wants me to visit him when I am fully recovered."<br> "No doubt the Emperor plans to give more praises and gifts to you."  
> Mulan blushed. "Why on earth would he praise me?"<br> "Are you joking? You saved China again."  
> "Nah . . . it was the citizens of the Imperial City. And your archers."<br> "The townsfolk would never have conquered the Huns if you hadn't led the charge. And my archers would have been useless, if it hadn't been for your idea. So you see--the victory was entirely yours."  
> Mulan's face shone with appreciation.<br> As usual, Shang left in time to return to the Imperial City before dark. This time, he left Mulan with an especially warm kiss and embrace. It was always hard for Mulan to see him leave. But she knew he would be back again soon.  
><br> Mulan never knew what happened to Mushu.  
> She knew she had last seen him at the battlefield, and so he must have disappeared that night. Cri-Kee's sad face told Mulan that Mushu had sacrificed himself to save her life--but exactly how would forever remain a mystery.<br> Mulan prayed that Mushu would reappear someday, but he never returned. The space he once occupied as a stone figure in the family temple rafters remained empty. Nor did Mulan ever see the brass dragon incense burner again.  
> Mulan slowly walked to the temple and prayed for her dragon Guardian. She never had a chance to thank him for his sacrifice. A tear rolled down her cheek.<br> "Good-bye, Mushu."  
><br> Mulan returned to the stone bench, and wrapped herself in her blanket.  
> She noticed that another spring had passed. The pink flowers from the magnolia tree drifted down again, and floated in the pond. Mulan sat, as she did every afternoon during her recovery--with the flowers settling all around her. And she would look forward to Shang's next visit. And the next. She was very much in love with him now.<br>  
> Mulan felt thankful.<br> She was thankful for her father, her mother, her grandma, the boastful King of the Rock Yao, and the gentle giant Chien-Po.  
> She was thankful for clumsy Ling, who had finally found his "Girl Worth Fighting For" in the persona of Liu. For Liu, the best friend she had always wished for.<br> Mulan thought of Shang. She had always been thankful for him.   
> "I love you, Shang."<br> And Mulan was especially thankful for that little lizard who came to protect her, and who, in his final selfless act, gave his life for her.  
> Thanks to Mushu, thanks to the Ancestors, Mulan was alive to share more times with Shang. And with Baba. And with Mama. And with everyone she loved. <br> Mulan looked back on her life, and realized that she really could do things right after all. And she now knew that people noticed this. She knew she was loved.  
> Cri-Kee cooed and cuddled in the blanket.<br> Mulan petted Little Brother at her side. The afternoon sun radiated warmly on her.  
> Mulan smiled.<br> And her reflection in the pond smiled back at her.


End file.
